University of the Pacific

Scholarly Commons
University of the Pacific Theses and
Dissertations

Graduate School

2021

Supporting instructors to promote at-promise students’ success:
How faculty coordinators facilitate TSLC’s ecological validation
Jonathan Toccoli
University of the Pacific, California

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/uop_etds
Part of the Accessibility Commons, Educational Administration and Supervision Commons,
Educational Leadership Commons, and the Higher Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Toccoli, Jonathan. (2021). Supporting instructors to promote at-promise students’ success: How faculty
coordinators facilitate TSLC’s ecological validation. University of the Pacific, Dissertation.
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/uop_etds/3774

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at Scholarly Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in University of the Pacific Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of
Scholarly Commons. For more information, please contact mgibney@pacific.edu.

1
SUPPORTING INSTRUCTORS TO PROMOTE AT-PROMISE STUDENTS’ SUCCESS:
HOW FACULTY COORDINATORS FACILITATE TSLC’S ECOLOGICAL VALIDATION
By
Jonathan S. Toccoli

A Dissertation Submitted to the
Graduate School
In Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION
Benerd College
Leadership and Innovation

University of the Pacific
Sacramento, California
2021

2
SUPPORTING INSTRUCTORS TO PROMOTE AT-PROMISE STUDENTS’ SUCCESS:
HOW FACULTY COORDINATORS FACILITATE TSLC’S ECOLOGICAL VALIDATION

By
Jonathan S. Toccoli

APPROVED BY:
Dissertation Co-Advisor: Ronald E. Hallett, Ph.D.
Dissertation Co-Advisor: Rod P. Githens, Ph.D.
Committee Member: Adriana J. Kezar, Ph.D.
Senior Associate Dean of Benerd College: Linda L. Webster, Ph.D.

3
SUPPORTING INSTRUCTORS TO PROMOTE AT-PROMISE STUDENTS’ SUCCESS:
HOW FACULTY COORDINATORS FACILITATE TSLC’S ECOLOGICAL VALIDATION
Copyright 2021
By
Jonathan S. Toccoli

4
DEDICATION

To my nonni and grandma, Beverly and Mary. You taught me the meaning of joy
and of love and the value of patience, planning, and kindness. You have passed on,
but you are not forgotten.

5
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This dissertation must be a child because it took a village. This dissertation was
completed during the Covid-19 pandemic and the first year and a half of my daughter’s
life. This was only possible because of that village. And for that village, I give thanks.
Pride of place must go to the matriarch-elect of my village, my wife, Emily. I have
been in school too long and yet, somehow, your love, kindness, and support never
waned. I might have been able to do this without you (unlikely!) but I would not have
wanted to. I am better for knowing you. Simone, you are only 19 months but the joy
with which you live your life and your love of learning has already taught me so much.
Mom, all the best parts of me are rooted in your love and example. You gave up so
much for Brittney and me. I would never have made it through college, let alone my
doctorate, without your support and belief. I love you forever. Somehow, through all of
this, my friends have remained by me and I even made new ones. Josh, Kenny, Matt,
Laux, Seth, Katie, Elise, Amanda, and Jack. You were there through it all. I cannot
thank you as I should, but I will try. Espresso and wine on me!
Of no less importance are those associated with Benerd College who have
blessed me with their guidance, advice, and friendship. I changed my job thrice during
my doctorate—twice during this dissertation. I am so thankful to have found a home in
Benerd; I know the best people. Rod, you gave me freedom and a chance to make an
impact. I value your insights and guidance as much as anyone’s. Linda, you think I
helped you out with that Program Review fiasco, but it was the best 50 hours over three
days I have ever spent. Getting to know and learn from you has shown me a leader can

6
make even the most difficult tasks a joy. Leo, we got you back into Benerd and all I
have to say is phew. Your work for students is an inspiration. Collin, we were lowly
GAs together and, my goodness, was it fun. Steven, through your time at Benerd was
brief, you showed me that doing things the right way is the right way to do things.
Delores, I have never had someone care about their students’ work the way you did. If I
am ever half the professor you are, I will be better than I thought I could be. Laura, your
commitment to change and justice in our community is infectious. Thank you for
leadership and inviting us all, me included, to partner you in that work. Last and not
least, Benerd Sac Cohort 3, and especially to those in Dr. Lani’s Social and Educational
Entrepreneurship course. I came to you after our first year yet you accepted me family.
Thank you for the debates on, well, basically everything, Chong, you are not nearly as
evil as you pretend to be. I look forward to the good you will accomplish. And a special
thanks to my partner in writing, Jodiann. During the isolation of Covid, you kept me on
task. I eagerly await celebrating our success together in person one day.
Finally, those who have helped me transition from Religious Studies to
education and who taught me how to be as scholar. Dr. Linda Skrla, your insightfulness
and the clarity of your advice changed the trajectory of my career. Thank you for
helping me take the plunge. Though circumstances have drawn us apart, I am grateful
for the encouragement of Dr. Mark Stewart to begin my doctorate. I probably would
have thought the opportunity was passed without you; thank you. And lastly to my chair
and mentor, Dr. Ronn Hallett. What can I say? You treated me as if I was capable and
opened doors for me I never dreamed of being able to walk through. Thank you for

7
teaching that our work mattered and for helping me become a better scholar than I
could have become without you.

8
SUPPORTING INSTRUCTORS TO PROMOTE AT-PROMISE STUDENTS’ SUCCESS:
HOW FACULTY COORDINATORS FACILITATE TSLC’S ECOLOGICAL VALIDATION
Abstract
By Jonathan S. Toccoli
University of the Pacific
2021
Despite decades of research and billions of dollars spent per annum to promote
at-promise student—that is, low-income, first-generation, and/or racially/ethnically
minoritized students—college success, at-promise students continue to be retained and
graduate at lower rates than their traditionally college-going peers. The purpose of this
study is to investigate how faculty coordinators in the Thompson Scholars Learning
Community (TSLC) facilitate and integrate instructors into the program’s ecological
validation which has been found to promote at-promise student success. This study is
framed by the ecological validation model of student success in conjunction with a
systems theory perspective of faculty roles to investigate how TSLC’s faculty
coordinators support instructors to engage in high-quality interactions with at-promise
students. This qualitative multiple-case study utilizes 56 semi-structured interviews with
faculty coordinators, TSLC program directors, and TSLC instructors, as well as
observations and documents, from three University of Nebraska campuses to
triangulate its findings.
Results indicate the importance of the mesolevel role faculty coordinators play in
both students and instructors’ ecologies. Three primary ideas emerged. First, faculty
coordinators helped bridge instructors to campus and program resources which
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promoted attentiveness to student needs, the adoption of validating teaching practices,
and grew instructor affinity with the program. Moreover, faculty coordinators helped
departments understand the program and its students which empowered them to assign
good instructors. Second, faculty coordinators helped align instructors’ personal,
practitioner, and professional goals with their teaching in the program by working with
instructors and departmental leadership to contextualize instructors’ work within TSLC
as promoting student success, professionally developing, and beneficially for the
department. Third, faculty coordinators influenced instructor pedagogy by encouraging
validating teaching practices, demonstrating validating approaches, and serving as
single points of contact for instructors. As single points of contacts for instructors,
faculty coordinators were able to promote attentiveness to student issues by distributing
the responsibility for supporting students across the students’ mesolevel—that is,
throughout the program, their other instructors, and campus resources. Results also
indicate potential avenues for how institutions can structure supports for instructors to
scale TSLC’s ecological validation, including the creation of single points of contacts for
instructors, the creation of validating incubators, and the importance of linking trainings
with mesolevel supports.
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CHAPTER ONE

In a distinct contrast to earlier eras in American higher education history, atpromise1 students have greater access to higher education (Hussar et al., 2020; Kezar,
2011). Colleges and universities have struggled to adjust their approaches and
structures with the rapidity that their student body has changed (Kezar, 2011; Kitchen et
al., forthcoming), to the detriment of at-promise students (Kezar et al., forthcoming). Atpromise students attend institutions that were not designed to support their needs nor
validate their backgrounds (Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005). Unsurprisingly, at-promise
students have lower educational outcomes than their more traditional college-going
peers (McFarland et al., 2019). As college remains the largest social mobility lever in
the U.S., failure to support at-promise students perpetuates institutionalized inequities
that disadvantage already marginalized communities (Cataldi et al., 2018; Museus,
2014). Those with a bachelor’s earn on average 62% more over their lifetime, tend to
have better long-term health, have more employment opportunities, and engage more in
civic life than those with only a high school diploma (McFarland et al., 2019).
Institutions must find a way to improve educational outcomes for at-promise students.
Failure to do so will perpetuate and reinforce longstanding socioeconomic and racial

1
This study uses the term ‘at-promise’ when referring to low-income, racially minoritized, and/or
first-generation college students. The term was first introduced by Swadener (1990) and Ford and Harris
(1990) who sought to center the structural inequities that hindered students’ success rather than focusing
on the students’ social group identities. The term implies a strength-based perspective that recognizes
at-promise students’ innate capacity for success (Cheese & Vine, 2017) and challenges institutions to
address systemic inequities that create opportunity gaps (Pendakur, 2016).
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injustices (Equity in Education, 2016; Kezar, 2011; Museus, 2014; Rendón Linares &
Muñoz, 2011).
The literature is replete with theory and research designed to improve at-promise
student outcomes (Kezar et al., forthcoming). To date, however, institutions have yet to
significantly impact the achievement gap for at-promise students (Kezar, 2011;
McFarland et al., 2019). An underutilized source of support for at-promise students is
high-quality interactions with instructors.
Utilizing instructors to support at-promise students involves two factors. First, the
literature is rampant with research that discuss the importance of instructors and
classroom experiences in supporting at-promise student retention and persistence
(Culver et al., 2021; Kezar et al., 2015; Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Loes et al., 2019; Tinto,
2012). Second, instructors are already placed at the center of students’ educational
experiences as they are the primary institutional agents with whom students engage
and exert great influence on students’ college-going experiences (Kezar, 2011; Kezar et
al., 2015; McNair et al., 2016; Tinto, 2012). Unfortunately, institutional structures, such
as hiring and tenure policies, hinder instructors’ ability to engage at-promise students in
ways that support their success (Kezar et al., forthcoming; Kitchen et al., forthcoming;
McNair et al., 2016; Museus & Neville, 2012; Tinto, 2012). Current institutional attempts
to support instructors as they engage at-promise students have been ineffective as they
often focus on ‘fixing’ instructors rather than addressing the systemic issues that
negatively impact their ability to have high-quality interactions with students.
Current efforts to equip instructors to support the success of at-promise students
can presume the reason instructors are presently ineffectual is because they are
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incapable or unwilling. These approaches seek to overcome these ‘deficiencies’ with
instructors by ‘fixing’ them via, for example, professional development or trainings
alone. Parallel to the way deficit-thinking regarding at-promise students obfuscates how
institutional policies and climate impact their success (Kezar, 2011; Museus, 2014), this
type of thinking regarding instructors obscures the impact of policies and structures that
hinder instructors from being able to support at-promise students’ success (Kezar et al.,
forthcoming; Tinto, 2012). At-promise students’ success requires not just the
reevaluation of student-centric policy and structures, but also of those policies and
structures that encourage or hinder instructors from supporting at-promise students
(Kezar, 2011; Kezar et al., forthcoming; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Tinto, 2012).
Ecological validation (Kitchen et al., forthcoming) is a novel framework that facilitates a
systemic empowerment of instructors to support at-promise students.
In this dissertation, I use ecological validation (Kitchen et al., forthcoming), a new
empirically derived framework, to investigate how instructional leaders’ (termed a faculty
coordinator) mesolevel engagements supports instructors to engage at-promise
students in the Thompson Scholars Learning Community (TSLC). This study has three
goals: 1) to empirically investigate how faculty coordinators support instructors as they
work with at-promise students, 2) to investigate how the mesolevel work of the faculty
coordinator with instructors creates ecological validation that supports at-promise
students’ success, and 3) to inform policy and practice concerning instructors who work
with at-promise students.
The following sections introduce at-promise student success with specific
attention to how they succeed in higher education and the roles of instructors in that
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success. I then introduce ecological validation as my theoretical framework and the
theories it relies upon before describing the purpose and questions guiding this study. I
then discuss the design and significance of this study before concluding with a preview
of the rest of the dissertation.
Background
American colleges have historically enrolled and centered the needs and
success of White, middle-class students (Kezar, 2011; Museus, 2014; Rendón, 1994;
Yosso, 2005). The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 (i.e., GI Bill) began a
change in the demographics of post-WWII American colleges by opening the doors of
higher education to numerous lower income service people, many of whom were firstgeneration college students. The advent of the Pell Grant via the 1965 Higher
Education Act opened higher education further by providing financial assistance based
on financial need, providing a pathway to college for various at-promise student groups.
The development of the TRIO programs in the 1970s introduced the concept of
programmatic support specifically designed to facilitate low-income student success
(Kezar, 2011).
Though somewhat effective at supporting a portion of the new demographic of
students, these programs only supported a small percentage of a college’s students, did
not facilitate a redesign of the structures of higher education, nor did it facilitate a
change in philosophical position regarding the implantation of policies and support
structures (Kezar, 2011). In the meantime, the population of at-promise college
students continues to increase (Hussar et al., 2020). Colleges have implemented
various initiatives and programs—such as summer bridge programs, remedial
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coursework, mentoring programs—to support the retention and graduation of these
students, yet still struggle to retain and graduate at-promise students at anywhere near
the rates they do traditional students (Ahn & Davis, 2020; Aud et al., 2010; Hussar et
al., 2020; McFarland et al., 2019; Seidman, 2005; Shapiro et al., 2017; Soria &
Stebleton, 2012).
Researchers have recently begun to argue that institutions need to center the
classroom and instructors to support at-promise student (Kezar et al., 2015; Kezar &
Maxey, 2014; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Tinto, 2012). Considerable research has
identified the positive impact instructors have on all students across a variety of
outcomes, for example for student learning and persistence (Kezar et al., 2015; Kezar &
Maxey, 2014; Loes et al., 2019; Rendón, 1994; Tinto, 2012). Positive interactions with
instructors are particularly important for at-promise student success as at-promise
students are less likely to be engaged in non-classroom-based supports and are more
likely to doubt their place in college (Kezar et al., 2015; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006;
Tinto, 2012). Unfortunately, at-promise students are more likely to perceive their
instructors as unavailable, racially insensitive, or invalidating (Museus, 2014; Museus &
Neville, 2012; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Yosso,
2005). Current institutional efforts to engage instructors to support at-promise student
success often focus on ‘improving’ the individual instructor, for example via isolated
trainings. These approaches have been largely ineffective (Hussar et al., 2020;
McFarland et al., 2019) and do not address the systemic factors that hinder instructors
from engaging at-promise students in ways the students find supporting (Museus, 2014;
Kezar et al., forthcoming; Tinto, 2012).
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Description of the Problem
At-promise students face unique challenges in higher education, challenges
which many institutions fail to address even when they are acknowledged. Both
quantitative and qualitative analysis of at-promise student outcomes paint a bleak
picture: at-promise students are less likely to graduate in six years, are more likely to
exit college prior to graduation, are less likely to be involved in college life, are less
likely to have meaningful engagements with their instructors, are less likely to engage in
high impact practices, have lower college GPAs, experience higher levels of self-doubt
regarding their place in higher education, and have lower academic self-efficacy than
traditional White, continuing-generation students (Cataldi et al., 2018; Hurtado et al.,
2011; Lundberg et al., 2007; McFarland et al., 2019; Museus & Neville, 2012; Pike &
Kuh, 2005; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; StantonSalazar, 2011; Wang et al., 2020; Yosso, 2005). Consensus has been reached: coming
from ‘underserved’ groups predicts lower obtainment of typical measures of college
success. There has yet to be, however, consensus on how to effectively support atpromise student success. Failure to support at-promise students perpetuates racial and
socioeconomic injustices.
Despite their lower attainment levels, there is nothing wrong with at-promise
students. Recent research has begun to argue the problem lies with how higher
education engages at-promise students—a higher education which was not designed to
support them (Kezar et al., forthcoming; Museus & Saelua, 2017; Rendón, 1994). What
is needed is not the creation of additional resources to help these students overcome
their inadequacies, but structures that facilitate interactions with institutional agents that
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acknowledge and unleash the capacities innate within them—experiences that
communicate they are not ‘at-risk,’ but ‘at-promise’ students (Ford & Harris, 1990;
Harper & Quaye, 2015; Kezar et al, forthcoming; Swadener, 1990). Instructors are
uniquely placed within higher education to validate students (Kezar et al., 2015;
Rendón, 2002; Tinto, 2012). The creation of any structure that aims to unleash the
potential of at-promise students must empower instructors to engage in high-quality
interactions with their students (Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Rendón, 2002, 2006; Tinto,
2012).
Students, especially at-promise students, do not always have positive
interactions with instructors. Rendón (1994, 2002) explains that just as classrooms can
provide important validating experiences for at-promise students, many classrooms are
invalidating for at-promise students. Invalidating experiences occur when students
receive messages from instructors that their identities, capacities, and/or experiences
are not important or are irrelevant to college success. Invalidating practices include
referring to students by ID numbers instead of by their names, when students are
expected to remain silent and to learn passively, and when competitive classroom
environments are fostered. Rendón (1994) details 16 characteristics of academically
invalidating classrooms and nine characteristics of interpersonally invalidating
classrooms that are “built into the present model of teaching and learning found in most
two- and four-year institutions” (p. 45; and more recently, Kezar et al., forthcoming).
Much of the instructor literature focuses on individual instructors and their
relationships with students. Rendón’s (1994) research focuses on validating
experiences that occur in one-on-one settings with institutional agents, most often
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instructors; her proposed solution to engaging instructors to support at-promise
students’ success is to train them in how to create validating classrooms. Individual
oriented solutions such as trainings, however, rely on individual instructors to implement
positive principles into their teaching, curriculum development, and interactions with
students. Recent research has called for a consideration of how the systems and
structures of higher education impact at-promise students (Kezar, 2011; Kezar et al.,
forthcoming; Museus, 2014; Tinto, 2012). Researchers have begun to consider how
college structures systemically hinders at-promise success. Kezar and the authors in
her edited volume on low-income students in higher education (2011), for example,
explore how existing student support structures view at-promise students from a deficit
perspective by privileging the needs and capital of traditional college-going students.
Kezar calls for a reevaluation of the structure of higher education. Others, for example
Museus (2014) in his Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE) model and
Tinto (2012) in his investigation of how students complete college, have reached a
similar conclusion.
Research on the role of instructors in student success, however, has yet to
discover how create structures that impacts instructors’ ability to engage students for
success, especially for at-promise students. Analogously to the way existing student
support structures seek to ‘help’ at-promise students overcome their ‘deficiencies’ by
providing additional resourcing without addressing the impact of colleges’ structures on
that success (Kezar, 2011), many existing policies and structures of higher education
hinder instructors’ abilities to engage at-promise students in supportive ways. For
example, tenure requirements that privilege research and service over teaching do not
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incentivize instructors to engage in the time-consuming actions that would facilitate
validating experiences that support at-promise students’ success. Even in
environments where teaching is valued, most instructors come to higher education
without training in, for example, how to teach, develop a culturally representative
curriculum, or engage students interpersonally in meaningful ways. If institutions are
serious about redressing the perpetuation of racial and socioeconomic injustices on atpromise students, they must develop structures that enable instructors to engage
students in ways they find academically and interpersonally validating.
Theoretical Framework
Rendón (1994) observed that at-promise students come to college doubting their
abilities to succeed and expecting to fail. She posited that at-promise students could be
transformed into power learners when institutional agents validated their academic and
interpersonal capacities. Validation is “an enabling, confirming, and supportive process
initiated by in- and out-of-class agents” (Rendón, 1994, p. 44). Rendón places the onus
of at-promise student success on the institution, explaining that when the value of
students’ experiences, ways of knowing, and academic potential are affirmed by
institutional agents, at-promise students can come to believe in the value of their own
capacities and are empowered to succeed. Though validation can occur in- or outside
of classrooms, Rendón argues the instructors and their classrooms should be the
primary locus of institutional effort in creating validating experiences for at-promise
students. As validation was proposed and has been studied with reference to the
impact of individual instructors on students, institutions have struggled to coordinate
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validating experiences throughout students’ classroom and general college going
experiences (Kezar et al., forthcoming).
Ecological validation is a framework developed by Kitchen et al. (forthcoming;
Hallett et al., 2021) in their investigation into the mechanisms that empower at-promise
student success within the TSLC program. Whereas validation theory (Rendón, 1994)
focused on the validating impact of individual educator-student interactions, ecological
validation (Kitchen et al., forthcoming) considers how validating experiences can be
brought to scale. Kitchen et al. build upon Rendón’s (1994) validation theory and
Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) Person-Process-Context-Time
(PPCT) model to explain how institutions can create an ecosystem that facilitate
validating experiences for at-promise students. Kezar et al., (forthcoming), explain,
by creating an integrated and proactive system of validating experiences across
multiple coordinated support contexts, institutional agents (e.g., faculty, staff) can
build trusting relationships with students in order to tailor both access to
resources as well as opportunities to build upon their previous successes (p. 3).
Ecological validation is not a description of the structures that support student
success, but an explanation of how integrated support delivered within those structures
empowers student success. Ecological validation views validation through the lens of
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) PPCT model to explain how support can be delivered to atpromise students to facilitate their success (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2007) explain that human development occurs when
processes interact with persons within a context over time. Ecological validation
explains that validation is the process that empowers at-promise student (i.e., persons)
success. Ecological validation “brings together an ecological and validating approach to
student support whereby educators promote student success by validating students’
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assets, strengths, and innate capabilities for success across and coordinated contexts
over time” (Kitchen et al., forthcoming, p. 1).
This study seeks to understand how faculty coordinators’ work with instructors
facilitates ecological validation that allows instructors (i.e., institutional agents) to
communicate academically and interpersonally validating messages (proximal process)
for at-promise students throughout their tenure in the two-year (time) TSLC program.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to understand how faculty coordinators support
instructors who work with at-promise students. In particular, it investigates how faculty
coordinators can bring instructors into ecological validation.
Research Questions
This study will explore the following questions:
1. How do faculty coordinators support TSLC instructors?
2. How do faculty coordinators integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological
validation?
3. How do faculty coordinators perceive their influence on at-promise students in
the TSLC program?
Description of the Study
This qualitative multiple-case study utilizes qualitative data collected as part of
the Promoting At-Promise Student Success (PASS) Project (tslc.pullias.usc.edu), a
longitudinal (2015-2020) mixed-methods study of the TSLC program on three University
of Nebraska (NU) campuses: Lincoln (UNL), Omaha (UNO), and Kearney (UNK). The
larger study collected qualitative and quantitative data for two cohorts of students (2015
and 2016 cohorts) over their first two years within the TSLC program; observational
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data from visits to the campus; documents from the NU system and the TSLC program
on each campus; and interview data of program participants, staff, instructors, and NU
leadership. Each campus had a lead qualitative research who conducted interviews,
focus groups, and observations of various program elements to compile a rich dataset
of the program’s activities and culture as well as student experiences and perceptions.
This interpretivist qualitative multiple-case study primarily utilizes the interviews
of the faculty coordinators, documents they produced and/or distributed, and portions of
instructor and program director interviews dedicated to discussing the faculty
coordinator to investigate how TSLC faculty coordinators understand their role and
influence on TSLC instructors to facilitate the program’s ecological validation. As the
position of faculty coordinator is unique to the TSLC program, the next section will
contextualize faculty coordinators within the context of the TSLC program.
An Introduction to the Thompson Scholar Learning Community
The TSLC program on the UNK, UNL, and UNO campuses is a compressive
college transition program (CCTP) that utilizes integrated and aligned supports to
facilitate at-promise student success (Hallett et al., 2020a; Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
Like early evaluation of other comprehensive programs (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020;
Kolenovic et al., 2013; Page et al., 2019), early quantitative analysis of these programs
indicates increased retention and graduation rates for at-promise students (Melguizo et
al., 2020). Qualitative analysis of the program, however, has identified the importance
of the program’s ecological validation in facilitating these outcomes (Hallett et al., 2021;
Kitchen et al., forthcoming). Ecological validation is an approach to at promise student
success that links the various contexts and people in students’ microsystems (i.e.,
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points of contact and campus experiences) with one another to provide validating
experiences and access to resources to at-promise students regularly and consistently
from within an asset-based framework. In contrast to the siloed, bureaucratic approach
to student and academic affairs of traditional campuses and programs, ecological
validation utilizes interconnected, collaborative systems of support to share student data
and coordinates validating experiences across students’ experiences from various
institutional personnel (both staff and faculty) over time. Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) and
Kezar et al. (forthcoming) have identified the importance of faculty coordinators in
facilitating TSLC’s ecological validation. This study investigates how the faculty
coordinators’ work with instructors facilitated ecological validation that supports atpromise student success.
Significance of the Study
At-promise students are attending college at the highest rate in the U.S.’s history
(Cataldi et al., 2018; McFarland et al., 2019). Obtainment of a bachelors is positively
correlated with increased lifetime earnings, longer life expectancy, more stable mental
health, decreased drug use and higher satisfaction rates with one’s career (McFarland
et al., 2019). Unfortunately, at-promise students are more likely to have negative
college-going experiences and post-college outcomes. During college, they are more
likely to have lower GPAs, persistence rates, and graduation rates than their moretraditional peers (Cataldi et al., 2018; Choy, 2011; Demetriou et al., 2017; Inkelas et al.,
2007; Kezar, 2011; Pascarella et al., 2004). Those who do graduate have more college
debt and lower paying post-graduation employment (McFarland et al., 2019).
Institutions have implemented various programs and initiatives to support at-promise
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students, with only marginal improvement in outcomes (Bailey et al., 2015; Mayhew et
al., 2016; The Pell Institute, 2015; Seidman, 2005). Higher education needs a new
approach to supporting at-promise students if at-promise students are to be successful.
This study has three aims. First and foremost, this study attempts to contribute
to national efforts to support, retain, and graduate at-promise students by exploring how
institutions can structure support for instructors so they can engage at-promise students
in ways they find meaningful. Considerable research has examined the philosophical
frameworks and campus cultures that hinder at-promise students’ success (e.g., Kezar,
2011; Museus, 2014; Tinto, 2012; Yosso, 2005), the mechanisms that empower some
at-promise students’ success (e.g., Hallett et al., 2020c; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006), the
existing structures higher education has implemented in an attempt to address the
achievement gap between at-promise and traditional college-going students (Bailey et
al., 2015; Mayhew et al., 2016; The Pell Institute, 2015; Seidman, 2005), and newer
approaches that appear to significantly impact at-promise students’ success (e.g.,
Hallett et al., 2020c; Kezar & Holcombe, 2020; Kolenovic et al., 2013; Page et al.,
2019). To date, only one study (Kitchen et al., forthcoming) investigates how these
newer approaches empower at-promise students to succeed. Building on the work of
Kitchen et al. (forthcoming), this study seeks to understand faculty coordinators’ work
with instructors facilitates ecological validation that empowers at-promise students’
success.
The second aim of this study is to expand the concept of validation beyond oneon-one engagements. Rendón’s (1994) validation theory was articulated and has been
predominantly studied with reference to individual institutional agents (Rendón, 1994,
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2002, 2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Kezar et al.’s (forthcoming) critique of
validation theory is telling; they say, “in practice, it relies on ‘kind’ individuals to decide to
commit to validating students” (Kezar et al., forthcoming, p. 9). As some instructors do
commit, while others do not, to validate students, students have both validating and
invalidating experience throughout their time in college. This investigation advances
Rendón’s theory of validation by showing how the ecological validation that faculty
coordinators facilitate through their work with instructors creates validating experiences
throughout students’ ecologies during college.
The third aim of this study is to provide greater insight into the structure of
TSLC’s ecological validation in order to bring ecological validation to scale. Little
research has examined how Rendón’s (1994) validation theory can be implemented in a
systemic way. Kitchen et al.’s (forthcoming) ecological validation combined Rendón’s
(1994) validation theory with Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) PPCT
model to provide a framework by which validation could be systematically integrated a
structure of support for at-promise students. Questions remain, however, regarding the
role of educators in ecological validation and further investigation is required to support
efforts to scale ecological validation. This study provides insight into how the mesolevel
relationships between faculty coordinators and instructors help build ecological
validation.
Dissertation Roadmap
This study explores how faculty coordinators support the work of instructors to
facilitate ecological validation that supports at-promise students’ success. Chapter Two
provides the research base for this study. First, I investigate the current approaches
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colleges utilize to support at-promise students, how instructors support at-promise
students succeed in higher education, and the role of validation in that success. I then
present the theoretical framework that guides this study, ecological validation, before
concluding the chapter by explaining how ecological validation informs my study of
faculty coordinators. In Chapter Three, I turn to the technical aspects of how I
conducted my study. I explain how a qualitative case study design and my design
helped me answer my research questions. I also contextualize my participants within
the TSLC program before discussing how data were collected and they will be
analyzed. The final two chapters primarily explore the presentation, analysis, and
discussion of how faculty coordinators created an ecology of support that helped
instructors engage in practices that validated TSLC’s at-promise students. I discuss
how faculty coordinators engaged in micro- and mesolevel practices that supported
TSLC’s ecological validation and how these findings can advance practice, policy, and
research.
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CHAPTER TWO

Despite decades of research into at-promise college student outcomes and
billions of dollars spent annually designing, building, and running initiatives to support
at-promise students—TRIO’s budget alone was $1.06 billion for 2020 (Council for
Opportunity in Education, 2019)—higher education intuitions have not significantly
impacted at-promise student retention or graduation rates (Bailey et al., 2015; Cataldi et
al., 2018; Mayhew et al., 2016; McFarland et al., 2019; The Pell Institute, 2015;
Seidman, 2005). Existing student support models have failed to systemically leverage
instructors for at-promise student support as they are largely designed as extra- or cocurricular initiatives that exist at what Tinto (2012) calls the ‘margins’ of students’
educational lives. Researchers such as Tinto (2012) and others (e.g., Kezar et al.,
forthcoming; Kitchen et al., forthcoming) have begun to urge institutions to focus student
support efforts on the classroom and have highlighted the importance of instructors in
at-promise student success (Allen, 2010; Anaya & Cole, 2001; Lundberg & Schreiner,
2004). At-promise students’ interactions with instructors, however, are not always
positive (Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005) and higher education’s policies and structures
have hindered instructors from engaging at-promise student in ways that support their
success (Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Tinto, 2012). Institutions must discover how to support
instructors as they engage at-promise students. This study explores how ecological
validation (Hallett et al., 2021; Kitchen et al., forthcoming) can help institutions do just
that.
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Ecological validation (Hallett et al., 2021; Kitchen et al., forthcoming) is an
integration of Rendón’s (1994) validation theory and Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner
& Morris, 2007) PPCT model that provides a framework that allows higher education
intuitions to support instructors to engage in supporting at-promise students. An
empirically derived model, ecological validation emerged inductively from a study of the
TSLC program by Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) as the team sought to understand the
mechanisms by which the TSLC program appears to be able to support and graduate
at-promise students in six-years at higher rates than their traditional college-going peers
on three of NU’s campuses (Melguizo et al., 2020). In contrast to validation theory
itself, which highlighted the importance of individual institutional agents’ interactions with
at-promise students (Rendón, 1994), “ecological validation focused on an integrated
approach that included coordinated validating experiences across a student’s
microsystems, which involves interactions between institutional agents at the mesolevel” (Kezar et al., forthcoming, p. 10). This study investigates how one such
mesolevel institutional leader, the faculty coordinator, facilitates instructor involvement
in at-promise student support.
This chapter is divided into two sections: a review of the literature related to how
instructors support at-promise students and an exploration of ecological validation, my
theoretical framework. I conclude this chapter with a discussion on how ecological
validation guides this current study’s investigation of how faculty coordinators support
instructors to facilitate TSLC’s ecological validation.
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Initiatives to Support At-Promise Students’ Success
Institutions of higher education have implemented various structures and
programs to help their students be successful (Hallett et al., 2020a). These structures
range from the creation of units or departments dedicated to addressing specific
students’ needs, such as writing centers, to the creation of programs dedicated to
helping specific student subgroups in specific phases of their college education, such as
transition into college for academically underprepared students via academic boot
camps. Despite the plethora of initiatives exiting on campuses today, at-promise
students remain significantly more unlikely to persist and graduate than their more
privileged college-going peers (McFarland et al., 2019). Researchers have recently
called for re-evaluation of how current college structures support at-promise student
success (Bailey et al., 2015; Kezar, 2019; Tinto, 2012).
This section explores the literature pertaining to student support structures and
their impact on at-promise student success. The first part investigates the most
common structures found on college campuses, siloed and bureaucratic approaches. I
then discuss the more recent phenomenon of integrated and coordinated approaches
and what the literatures indicates about their impact on at-promise students.
Siloed and Bureaucratic Approaches
The most common approach to student support structures on college campuses
today is the use of units and departments that are dedicated to help students overcome
specific tasks, such as writing centers. Siloed approach creates multiple, stand-alone
supports which students access to overcome the specific issues the unit was set up to
overcome. This approach can be termed siloed and bureaucratic (Kitchen et al.,
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forthcoming). Siloed and bureaucratic approaches arise organically on campuses as
they mimic the already existing campus departments and units that colleges have
created to address more general student tasks, such as financial aid. Each department,
unit, or silo operates mostly independently from other campus units, often developing
their own culture and utilizing unit-specific tools (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020; Tinto, 2012).
Student needs are centered as the departments are task-oriented and designed to
support students in overcoming those specific needs. Onus is on the student to access
specific units to address specific needs. Students are expected to navigate across
campus to address their various needs by accessing the relevant departments.

Figure 1. Siloed and bureaucratic supports (Hallett et al., 2021)
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Siloed and bureaucratic approaches to at-promise students’ success are
extensions of traditional siloed departments and units (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
These approaches implement initiatives designed to help a specific segment of students
(i.e., at-promise students) overcome specific hinderances (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020;
Tinto, 2012). For example, summer bridge programs are implemented to overcome
summer melt and boot camps are implemented to help less-academically prepared
students to face the rigors of higher education. Other siloed initiatives can include: firstyear seminars, commuter centers, and cultural centers. Siloed supports mirror the
structure of traditional campus units in that they center student needs (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2020). Onus is placed on at-promise students to access independent
supports across various campus boundaries. Students with intersectional identities that
align with several underserved populations (e.g., low-income students of color) must
access even more resources to compile support.
Siloed and bureaucratic approaches negatively impact at-promise students’
success. Siloed campuses presume students enter college with significant college
knowledge, without the need to work while in college, and with low levels of family
commitments (Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Yosso, 2005). Siloed campuses are more
difficult for at-promise students to navigate as they increase the complexity of the
college landscape and place additional obligations on at-promise students’ already
limited time (Kezar, 2019; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Tinto, 2012). Moreover, siloed
approaches often view at-promise students from deficit-perspectives, treating students
and their needs as problems to be fixed (Kezar, 2011; McNair et al., 2016). Engaging
at-promise students from a deficit perspective communicates invalidating messages to
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them, furthering their belief that they do not belong in college and are incapable of
success because of their backgrounds, experiences, and/or identities (Barnett, 2011;
Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Yosso, 2005).
Coordinated and Integrated Approaches
Integrated and coordinated approaches do not rise organically from traditional
campus structures, as they are the result of intentional structuring supports to address
students in holistic ways. Integrated approaches are a recent phenomenon and have
arisen in response to the critiques to siloed, cafeteria style student supports (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2020; Tinto, 2012). Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) identify two strands of
programs that have arisen in light of critiques of siloed student supports: coordinated
student service locations such as One Stop Shops and what they call “comprehensive,
integrated, and aligned programming,” (p. 6) such as the California State University
(CSU) STEM Collaboratives.
Coordinated student service location initiatives were designed to relocate student
resources that have been traditionally offered across campus into a single location.
Coordinated student service locations attempt to increase ease of access to campus
services by addressing navigational difficulties students experience (Walters, 2003).
Examples of these initiatives include One Stop Shops, Student Success Centers, and
Student Hubs. These initiatives are comparatively easy to implement as they only
require a coordinated space and do not center the sharing of information or offer aligned
programming. Despite the increased proximity of the resources, support is still
administered from a task-oriented perspective (Kitchen et al., forthcoming). Onus
remains on the student to access the various resources within a unified location. Little
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research exists on the impact of coordinated student service locations and there has yet
to be an evaluation of their impact on student outcomes (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
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Figure 2. One Stop Shop support structure

Integrated and aligned programs, on the other hand, attempt to provide clearer
expectations for students by structuring holistic supports designed to direct and assist
them from enrollment through graduation via the use of “guided pathways which
structure student experiences by aligning support and academic programs” (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2020, p. 328). Integrated programs are difficult and slow to implement as
they require extensive administrative collaboration to facilitate program alignment.
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Integrated programs center the sharing of information, often through technological tools,
and redesign the implementation of supports in an aligned way. Examples of integrated
programs include the Accelerated Study in Associates Program (ASAP) for community
college students at the City University of New York (CUNY), the Dell Scholars program,
and the CSU STEM Collaboratives.
Integrated programs use a variety of methods to support at-promise students.
ASAP employs a cohort model; requires fulltime attendance; and provides a
consolidated schedule of courses, financial assistance, tutoring, weekly seminars,
employment services, leadership opportunities, and transfer advising (Kolenovic et al.,
2013). The Dell Scholars program provides comprehensive student care which include
financial assistance, mental health and legal services, and tutoring (Dellscholars.org).
The CSU STEM Collaboratives employs a summer bridge program, first-year
experience, and redesigned first-year STEM courses (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020).
These elements are not siloed, disparate experiences for students; they attempt to
coordinate students’ experiences along their transition to college (Kitchen et al.,
forthcoming).
Only a small body of literature exists regarding integrated programs as they have
only recently begun to be implemented. Kezar and Holcombe (2020) warn that, since
these programs are in preliminary implementation, the findings of these studies are
often non-transferable. Even so, early investigations reveal promising results, including
increased persistence and degree completion for the at-promise students they serve
(Kezar & Holcombe, 2020; Kolenovic et al., 2013; Page et al., 2019). Current research
explores the impact of the structures themselves or the impact of these programs on
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students in the programs but has yet to consider the processes which facilitates
program outcomes.

Figure 3. Ecological validation (Hallett et al., 2021)

The TSLC program is also an integrated and aligned program designed to
support at-promise students. The TSLC program offer a full-tuition scholarship in
conjunction with a cohort model, program specific courses, intrusive advising, social and
career programming, and program specific housing (at UNK and UNL). Initial
quantitative research reveals increased persistence, six-year graduation rates, and

43
academic self-efficacy for students within the program (Kitchen et al., forthcoming;
Melguizo et al., 2020). Qualitative analysis of TSLC revealed that student outcomes are
not the result of the structures themselves but result from the validating experiences
(Rendón, 1994) TSLC students have throughout the program (Hallett et al., 2020c;
Toccoli et al., 2019).
Instructors and Supporting At-Promise Students’ Success
There is seemingly no end to the literature that explores how positive interactions
with instructors positively impact students. In their review of the literature, Kezar and
Maxey (2014) do not exaggerate when they declare there are “literally hundreds of
subsequent quantitative and qualitative studies have said the same thing about the
importance of faculty-student interactions” (p. 31)—Kuh et al.’s (2006) study of what
supports student success has 40 pages of references. This section explores the impact
of instructor-student interactions in two parts. The first explores the importance of highquality instructor-student interactions for at-promise students. The second considers
the ways in which instructors are not supported to engage in high-quality interactions
with at-promise students.
The Importance of High-Quality Instructor-Student Interactions
Though research has found the frequency of interactions with instructors was
linked with positive student outcomes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), the depth and
quality of those engagements have been found to be more important (Cox et al., 2010).
High-quality interactions occur when students perceive instructors to be approachable,
personally interested in them, passionate about their work, and/or acting as mentors
(Kezar & Maxey, 2014). High-quality interactions can occur in- or outside of the
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classroom, in formal or informal settings, and can be prompted by academic or
interpersonal issues (Cox et al., 2010; Komarraju et al., 2010).
High-quality interactions with instructors are particularly powerful in promoting atpromise students’ success. High-quality interactions have been shown to improve a
broad range of outcomes from retention and GPAs to leadership and character
development (Allen, 2010; Anaya & Cole, 2001; Bjorklund et al., 2004; Carini et al.,
2006). As at-promise students often experience the imposter syndrome or lack access
to the social, cultural, and navigational capital privileged on college campuses (Kezar,
2011; Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005), positive interactions with instructors can help them
believe in and access their own academic and interpersonal capacities (Rendón, 1994,
2002).
Inversely, negative interactions with instructors adversely impact at-promise
student success. Students who perceive their instructors as less available,
unconcerned, or culturally or racially insensitive are less likely to be academically
successful. For example, in their discussion of key factors that contributed to academic
an intellectual development of racially minoritized students at a primarily White
institution, Nora and Cabrera (1996) found students who perceived in-class
discrimination “were less likely to experience academic and intellectual development”
(133). Unfortunately, negative interactions are common for at-promise students (Ahn &
Davis, 2020; Museus & Neville, 2012; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Soria & Stebleton,
2012). Rendón (1994) explains, “A great deal of invalidation is built into the present
model of teaching and learning found in most two- and four-year institutions” (p. 45).
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How Are Instructors Supported to Promote At-Promise Student Success?
Surprisingly given the importance of the instructor-student interaction for student
success, instructors are generally underutilized resources for at-promise students. This
is perhaps not completely unforeseen as until recently colleges tended to consider atpromise students from a deficit-perspective, often blaming them for the achievement
gap that exists between them and their wealthier, continuing-generation peers (Kezar,
2011; Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005). The thinking went like this: traditional students are
satisfactorily successful with instructors occupying the roles they do, therefore atpromise students should be successful for the same reasons and with the same
supports.
As the literature and institutions move away from deficit-perspectives of atpromise students, there has been an increased call for institutions to take seriously
training instructors in pedagogical and curricular approaches that support at-promise
students (Museus & Neville, 2012; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Tinto, 2012; Yosso,
2005). Rendón (1994), for example, urges universities to train faculty in how to develop
validating classrooms. Trainings can address instructors’ competency, self-efficacy,
and/or awareness around issues such as cultural diversity (Goldstein Hode et al., 2018;
Moriña & Carballo, 2017). Focusing specifically on developing instructors, however,
can adopt a deficit-perspective of instructors. Similar to ways institutions failed to
identify and address the systemic barriers placed in the way of at-promise students but
instead sought to ‘help’ them overcome their ‘problems’—e.g., Pell Grant, TRIO, and
siloed supports (Kezar, 2011)—training-only approaches often seek to help instructors
‘overcome’ their ‘problems’ without consideration of the role institutional policies and
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structures play in inhibiting instructors’ from engaging in high-quality interactions with atpromise students.
Three institutional structures and/or policies illustrate how systemic barriers
within higher education inhibit instructors from engaging with at-promise students. First,
institutional hiring practices and the current design doctoral programs have resulted in
most college instructors having no formal training in pedagogical approaches or
curricular development that promote at-promise student success (Brightman, 2009;
Jones, 2013). Most doctoral programs produce subject matter experts and do not
include formal pedagogical or curricular training. As most colleges hire doctoral degree
holders as instructors, few instructors are trained in teaching approaches that promote
at-promise student success and tend utilize approaches that hinder their success, such
as passive pedagogical approaches, mono-cultural curriculum, and creating competitive
classroom cultures (Belenky et al., 1986; Rendón, 1994).
Second, existing student support structures are not designed to support or
leverage instructors to support at-promise students. Both siloed and aligned support
structures rarely integrate instructors into their approach, though for different reasons.
Siloed supports are built from a transactional perspective and provide services that are
designed to address student needs (Kitchen et al., forthcoming). These services are
provided outside of the classroom and have to be accessed at various locations
throughout campus. Typically, students are expected to identify their needs, find the
resource designed to address it, and access it on their own. The situation is slightly
different in aligned supports. Depending on their design, coordinated supports can
function similarly to siloed support. For example, One-Stop Shops relocate various
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student supports to single location, but the services still engage students in a
transactional, problem-solving way (Kitchen et al., forthcoming). Comprehensive
support program designs are more promising for integrating instructors to support atpromise students. Unfortunately, no study has yet explored how educators are
integrated into the programs to support at-promise students.
Third, tenure policies often inhibit instructors’ abilities to engage in high-quality
interactions with at-promise students. Tenure policies have traditionally been biased
toward service and research, with less weight given to quality of teaching or student
satisfaction (Rawat & Meena, 2014; Reinstein et al., 2011). The ‘publish or perish’
model of academia pits writing time against all other time, including out-of-class or
social engagement time with students. Even when they are willing to get to know
students, instructors simply have too many courses and students to get to know even
most of them personally (Cooper & Robinson, 2002; Hornsby & Osman, 2014) and thus
rely on students to initiate interactions with them (Cox et al., 2010; Yosso, 2005). These
approaches disadvantages at-promise students as they are less likely to initiate
interactions with instructors (Museus & Quaye, 2009; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Yosso,
2005). The situation changes slightly in major classes that tend to be smaller with more
advanced students. By then, however, it is too often late for at-promise students; the
literature is unequivocal that at-promise students benefit most from high-quality
interactions with instructors early in their college career, especially in their first year
(Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Ran & Xu, 2019; Rendón, 1994), yet first-year courses are often
large, general elective courses where there is little opportunity for students to interact
with instructors in high-quality ways. The situation with contingent faculty is similar to
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tenured faculty but exasperated by their lack of space and time and their own nonintegration into the campus (Kezar & Maxey, 2014).
To summarize, institutional policies and structures have created an environment
wherein instructors are poorly prepared to support at-promise students, are incentivized
to avoid practices that have been empirically found to promote their success (e.g.,
getting to know students personally), and have not integrated into student support
structures. Training-only approaches to ‘improve’ instructors often lead to deficitperspectives which higher education often adopts towards instructors parallel to the way
they have long viewed at-promise students. This deficit-perspective wrongly places atpromise student outcomes on instructors alone and obscures the role intuitional policy
and structures play in creating environments that actively hinder instructors from
interacting with students. Fortunately, my theoretical framework, ecological validation,
to which I now turn, may provide a solution.
Theoretical Framework: Ecological Validation
Kitchen and colleagues (forthcoming) found that ecological validation was
created throughout TSLC that supported instructors in providing validating messages
throughout students’ college-going experiences. In this section I discuss ecological
validation as the frame for this study. I begin by overviewing the theories upon which
ecological validation is based, Rendón’s (1994) validation theory and Bronfenbrenner’s
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) PPCT model. I then explore how ecological validation
combines and furthers these theories before concluding the section with a discussion of
how faculty coordinators’ work with instructors facilitates ecological validation within
TSLC that supports at-promise students’ success.
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Validation Theory and At-Promise Student Success
Early research on at-promise students focused on why certain students were
more likely to leave college than others. Tinto’s research (1975, 1993), for example,
focused on why some students depart college at higher rates than their peers. Tinto
explained the way personal and family attributes, precollege schooling, and academic
and social integration influence student retention. He found that students remained or
departed college depending on their levels of social and/or academic integrations (Tinto,
1975). The findings prompted by Tinto’s research have been helpful for administrators
and policy makers as they design programs and policies to support at promise student
success such as summer bridge programs, first year seminars, and remedial
coursework. Despite immense institutional effort geared toward facilitating their social
and academic integration into higher education, at-promise students continue to
succeed at lower rates then their wealthier and continuing-generation peers (Cataldi et
al., 2018; Kezar, 2019; McFarland et al., 2019).
More recently, researchers have begun investigating factors necessary to retain
and graduate at-promise students. Studies have highlighted the transformative impact
validation has on at-promise students’ experiences and success in college (Rendón,
1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Validation is “an enabling,
confirming, and supportive process initiated by in- and out-of-class agents” (Rendón,
1994, p. 44). Validation empowers asset-based approaches to at-promise students,
helps students feel that they belong in college, and positively changes their classroom
experiences. Rendón (1994) identified the positive impact institutional agents, typically
instructors, have on at-promise student success when they academically and

50
interpersonally validated students. Rendón’s original study found that validating
experiences can help at-promise students—who enter college expecting to fail—believe
in their capacity to learn and contribute knowledge. Rendón explains at-promise
student success is contingent on how institutions via individual agents engage atpromise students. Validation theory thus relocates the onus for at-promise student
success from the student to the institution (Rendón, 2002). This section explores the
emerging literatures on how validating experiences help at-promise students succeed in
higher education and the role of instructors and classroom experiences in at-promise
student success.
Validation theory. Validation theory was introduced by Laura Rendón in the
mid-1990s as a result of her study for the Transition to College Project of the National
Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning and Assessment (Rendón, 1993). The
project sought to leverage Astin’s (1985) work on student involvement to investigate
how first year students become involved in academic communities and how classroom
learning is related to out-of-class experiences (Rendón, 1994); it was not focused on a
specific subset or demographic of college students. Rendón’s team interviewed a
diverse set of 132 students at four schools spread out through the U.S. (Rendón, 1994).
Though the study did find Astin’s (1985) theory of student involvement helpful in
understanding first year student experiences, Rendón discerned that student
involvement was only partly explained why at-promise students succeed. Rendón
found that at-promise students, “who come to the academy consumed with self-doubt or
expecting to fail” (p. 8), can be transformed to students who “believe in their innate
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capacity to learn and to become successful college students” (p. 8) through validating
experiences with instuttional agents.
Validation theory (Rendón, 1994) posits validating experiences with institutional
agents can positively impact student success. Rendón’s initial study discussed the role
of individual institutional agents in facilitating validating experiences for at-promise
student; and all subsequent research on validation theory has continued to focus on
how agents validate students in one-on-one interactions. For example, Barnett’s (2011)
quantitative study on the role of faculty validation on student persistence in community
college settings explored how validation from faculty impacts at-promise student
persistence. Similarly, Garcia and Okhidoi’s (2015) qualitative study of how culturally
relevant practices supported students at a Hispanic Serving Institution focused on how
individual experiences, either in the classroom or advising sessions, validated students.
While Baber’s (2018) study of how validation impacted students at a community college
in Chicagoland did focus on institutional efforts to validate students’ backgrounds and
communities, the study primarily examined how specific agents communicated
validating messages to students via those structures.
Rendón (1994) posits two types of validation, academic and interpersonal.
Academic validation affirms students’ capacities to succeed academically in college
whereas interpersonal validation affirms their capacity to successfully navigate the
social structures of higher education. Rendón defines validation as having six
elements:
1. Validation is an enabling, confirming and supportive process initiated by inand out-of-class agents that fosters academic and interpersonal development.
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2. When validation is present, students feel capable of learning; they experience
a feeling of self worth and feel that they, and everything that they bring to the
college experience, are accepted, and recognized as valuable. Lacking
validation, students feel crippled, silenced, subordinate, and/or mistrusted.
3. Like involvement, validation is a prerequisite to student development.
4. Validation can occur both in- and out-of-class. In-class validating agents
include faculty, classmates, lab instructors, and teaching assistants. Out-ofclass validating agents can be 1) significant others, such as a spouse,
boyfriend, or girlfriend; 2) family members, such as parents, siblings,
relatives, and children; 3) friends, such as classmates and friends attending
and not attending college; and 4) college staff, including faculty who meet
with students out-of-class, counselors/advisors, coaches, tutors, teaching
assistants, and resident advisors.
5. Validation suggests a developmental process. It is not an end in itself. The
more students get validated, the richer the academic and interpersonal
experience.
6. Validation is most effective when offered early on in the student’s college
experience, during the first year of college and during the first weeks of
class. However, validation should continue throughout the college years.
(pp. 16–17)
Rendón explains that at-promise students enter higher education without the
ability, know-how, or social capital to be ‘involved’ students in Astin’s (1985) sense
(Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Rendón (1994) explains
this is not a problem with at-promise students; at-promise students enter higher
education environments that view them from a deficit-perspective and whose structures
were not designed for their success (Museus, 2014; Rendón, 2006; Yosso, 2005).
Validating experiences help at-promise students discover their own capacity to become
knowledge creators as well as their capacity to be successful in higher education
(Holmes et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995; Rendón
Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Validating experiences affirm at-promise students’ innate
academic and/or social capacities, recognizes the value of the students’ various
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backgrounds and experiences, and validates various forms of knowledge (Rendón,
1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio
& Rendón, 2004).
The responsibility for validation falls on the institution and on institutional
personnel (Holmes et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995;
Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Institution must validate atpromise students early, consistently, and sincerely if they are to actualize their potential
as learners (Flores et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995;
Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Validating experiences can
transform previously invalidated students into powerful learners (Rendón, 1994, 2002,
2006; Saggio & Rendón, 2004).
Validating experiences positively impact the retention rates of students from
traditionally poorly retained groups (i.e., at-promise students) and increases student
engagement (Lundberg et al., 2007; Rendón, 2002). Institutions must actively validate
at-promise students via verbal and nonverbal communication; it is not enough for
institutions to simply not invalidate students (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz,
2011). Rendón explains “validation is a prerequisite to student development” as
“students are more likely to get involved and feel confident after they experience
academic and/or interpersonal validation on a consistent basis” (2002, p. 645).
Validated students are more likely to invest in their college experience (Holmes et al.,
2007; Lundberg et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Validation can
make up for the social capital at-promise students lack when they arrive in the academy
(Ezeonu, 2011; Lundberg et al., 2007). Validation does not mean holding students less
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accountable or to lower standards; holding students to high standards validates their
capacities to be knowledge producers (Rendón, 1994, 2002).
Validation is not an outcome but the mechanism that facilitates student success
(Hallett et al., 2020c; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Rendón, 1994, 2002). Validation
theory can be used in conjunction with other theories (Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011).
For example, it has been successfully utilized in conjunction with Astin’s student
involvement theory (Ezeonu, 2011; Lundberg et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994; Rendón
Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004), critical race theory (Pérez & Ceja,
2010), student departure theory (Ezeonu, 2011; Lundberg et al., 2007), and feminist
criticism (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011).
Implementing validation theory. Validation is not a one-time experience. The
goal of validation theory is to help transform “even the most vulnerable [at-promise]
students… into powerful learners” (Rendón, 1994, p. 8). Vulnerable, doubt filled
students are transformed into capable learners and leaders by intentional academic or
interpersonal validation either in- or outside of class. Validating experiences are most
efficacious when experienced early and continuously throughout students’ college
experiences, especially in the first year of college and first weeks of class (Barnett,
2011; Lundberg et al., 2007; Pérez & Ceja, 2010; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón &
Jalomo Jr., 1995). Students benefit increases from consistent and sincere validation
from multiple people and in multiple locations (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz,
2011). Studies suggest validation is a key predictor of student engagement and of
academic success (Braxton et al., 2000; Rendón et al., 2000). Validating experiences
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increases students’ capacity to learn; students do not need to be spoon fed (Hallett et
al., 2020c; Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Toccoli et al., 2019).
Validation does not happen accidently. At-promise students are often seen as
educationally deficient within higher education (Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005). Many
classrooms are still competition oriented, ‘no pain, no gain’ places where the privileged
forms of knowledge are abstract and experience is viewed as a local for error and
weakness (Rendón, 1994; Tinto, 2012). Validation theory, on the other hand,
recognizes multiple forms of intelligence and emphasizes the importance of students as
whole people, including past experiences and religious beliefs (Burgis & Rendón, 2006;
Rendón, 1994, 2006; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Validation theory recognizes that many
at-promise students have had a lifetime of invalidation and require consistent validation
to access their academic potential (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011).
To overcome the traditionally invalidating educational culture of higher education,
institutional personnel must recognize the benefit of diverse learning populations,
validate students’ experiences interpersonally, and foster validating classroom (Ek et
al., 2010; Rendón, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011;
Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Validation theory recognizes and celebrates that at-promise
students bring a wealth of real-world experience; know-how; resilience; perspectives
(Holmes et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994); and that students often draw validation from their
family, friends, spiritual beliefs, and traditions (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz,
2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). It is important to validate that at-promise students
belong within the community, are viable knowledge makers/holders, and are important
for the community at large (Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr., 1995).
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Academic and interpersonal validation. Rendón (1994) explains that
validation can be academic or interpersonal in focus and that both can occur within or
outside of the classroom. Academic validation refers to those validating experiences
that affirm at-promise students’ ability to be academic successful (Rendón, 1994, 2002,
2006; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011). Academically validating experiences most
often occur within the classroom, though they can also occur outside as well (Rendón,
1994; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Rendón (1994) and others (Ezeonu, 2011; Hallett et
al., 2020c; Toccoli et al., 2019; Toccoli & Hallett, 2021) emphasizes the role of
instructors in facilitating academically validating or invalidating experiences.
College classrooms tend to invalidate at-promise students (Rendón, 1994).
Instructors can send academically invalidating messages to at-promise student by
fostering competitive classrooms, treating students as empty vessels into which the
authority (i.e., the instructor) pours knowledge, and/or silencing student voices.
Instructors can foster validating experiences by utilizing inclusive pedagogies, affirming
the student’s academic potential and previous knowledge by recognizing multiple ways
of knowing, the value of diverse perspective. Rendón (1994) provides a 16-point
contrast between academically invalidating and validating classroom practices. Notable
invalidating practices include (note the numbers provided indicate their number as given
in Rendón, 1994):
2. Students expected to disconnect with the past.
7. Faculty focus on abstract thinking.
10. Faculty and students remain separated.
13. Teaching is linear, flowing only from teacher to student.
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16. Students encouraged to give automated and rote responses (pp. 48-49).
The contrasting validating practices include:
2. The past is a source of strength and knowledge.
7. Faculty recognize the importance of experience as a base of knowledge and
that out-of-class learning is equally powerful.
10. Faculty and students interact frequently.
13. Teachers may be learners; learners may be teachers.
16. Learning allows for reflection, multi-perspectives and imperfection (pp. 4849).
Academic validation is a developmental process (Kitchen et al., forthcoming;
Rendón, 1994). At-promise students enter higher education having been previously
academically invalidated (Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006). Students must be validated early
within and regularly throughout their academic career (Hallett et al., 2020c; Rendón,
1994, 2002, 2006). Hallett et al. (2020c) found that previous academic validation built
the basis for continued academic validation when educators help students face
difficulties, overcome problems, celebrate accomplishments, and remind the student of
their previous successes as they encounter new difficulties. Academic validation has
been linked to increased retention (Braxton et al., 2000; Rendón et al., 2000) and
learning for at-promise students (Hallett et al., 2020c; Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares &
Muñoz, 2011; Toccoli et al., 2019).
Interpersonal validation refers to those validating experiences that affirm atpromise capacities to successfully navigate the social complexities of higher education
(Rendón, 1994; Toccoli et al., 2019). Instructors can facilitate interpersonally validating
experience by fostering group learning dynamics wherein students build relationships
with other students and themselves. Rendón (1994) tells the story of one first-year
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student who built a friend group who would encourage one another and provide advice
and support as a student faced difficulties. Toccoli et al. (2019) discuss how instructors
facilitate interpersonally validating experiences by interpersonally interacting with
students’ before, during, or outside of class. Rendón (1994) provides a nine-point
contrast between interpersonally invalidating and validating practices. Notable
invalidating practices include (note the numbers provided indicate their number as given
in Rendón, 1994):
3. The college climate is perceived as sexist, racist, and/or intolerant of certain
students.
4. The college climate is cold and insensitive.
5. Students are expected to share their culture.
8. Students feel isolated.
9. Students feel unloved and unsupported (p. 50).
The contrasting validating practices include:
3. The college promotes pride in cultural, gender, and sexual orientation through
college sponsored activities and organizations
4. Faculty and staff are available to students in- and-out [sic] of class.
5. Cultural prides is recognized and fostered in-and out-of-class
8. Students are encouraged to help each other, i.e., providing positive
reinforming, forming friends during orientation, living with and interacting with
peers.
9. Events that bring families together with students (i.e., achievement nights,
athletic events, etc.) are held throughout the year (p. 50).
Recent research has complicated the relationship between academic and
interpersonal validation. Rendón (1994) explains that academic validation facilitates
academic outcomes and interpersonal validation, interpersonal outcomes. Toccoli et al.
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(2019) found that academic and interpersonal validation facilitated one another in a
compounding and reciprocal process within the courses of an integrated and aligned
student support program—TSLC. Their study found that students were particularly apt
to engage academically in classrooms wherein they had been interpersonally validated
by their instructors in and outside of class. For example, when instructors shared
interpersonal vulnerable stories with students in class, students were more likely to
share personal stories, engage in in-class discussions, and discuss personally or
academically challenging issues with instructors outside of class. As student
engagement increased, instructors had additional opportunities to validate specific
student contributions leading to highly personalized validating experiences.
Toccoli et al. (2019) also found that interpersonal or academic validation could
foster either interpersonal or academic development. They tell how instructors would
meet with students to discuss academic difficulties only to find the root of those
difficulties to be interpersonal in nature. The instructor would validate the interpersonal
capacities of the students, which often resulted in increased or renewed academic
engagement within class. Similarly, the interpersonal validation that occurred within
class provided opportunities for students to engage other students interpersonally.
Students would make friends with other students and would often form ad hoc study
groups or rely on one another for academically relevant information and support.
These findings conform with others who have found: holistic student supports—i.e.,
supports that engage students both academically and interpersonally—fostered both
academic and interpersonal development in students (Hurtado et al., 2012; Kitchen et
al., forthcoming).
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The role of institutional agents in validating at-promise students.
Institutional agents play an important role in facilitating both academic and
interpersonally validating experiences to promote at-promise students’ success
(Rendón, 2002). Stanton-Salazar (2011) defines an institutional agent as an individual
who occupies a position of authority within the institution who conveys resources or
access to resources to a student. An institutional agent can be an administrator,
instructor, of staff member with whom a student engages to access valuable information
relevant to the student’s experience (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Rendón (2002) explains
that institutional agents can function as validating agents by proactively engaging atpromise students in holistic ways.
Staff or administrators function as institutional agents when they arrange or
provide resources for students in ways that help the students successfully navigate their
educational experience (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Staff can provide emotional support
for students, especially for minoritized students navigating inhospitable climates.
Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) found staff are capable of validating students through
engaging students from an asset-based perspective, engaging students by name, and
celebrating their successes. Staff can also provide important support throughout
students’ college ecologies by leveraging relationships across campus on students’
behalf. Staff also serve an ecological function for students by engaging in mesolevel
interactions with other educators to facilitate holistic student support.
Instructors are the primary instructional agents with whom at-promise students
engage (Rendón, 1994). At-promise students succeed in classrooms wherein
instructors take responsibility for creating positive learning environments for students.
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Validating environments, especially classrooms, are highly dependent on the way
instructors engage students—it is not the result of the structures (i.e., course content)
themselves. Hallett et al. (2020c) explain this by contrasting how vs what. In
discussing academic validation in TSLC, they explain, “Our findings also affirm that the
structures of the program, the what, mattered less than how those elements were
implemented, which is what creates a context of academic validation” (p. 18; emphasis
original). These findings align with Rendón’s (1994) vision of the validating classroom;
validating classrooms “empowers students, connects faculty with students, and creates
an atmosphere of trust, respect and freedom to learn” (p. 47).
In studying academic validation in TSLC-courses, Hallett and colleagues (2020c)
found pedagogical approaches that provided opportunities for instructors to validate
students’ academic capabilities and their backgrounds encouraged students to believe
in their own academic potential. One such approach is an inversion of the linear
teacher to student relationship critiqued by Rendón (1994). For example, instructors
can encourage openness and vulnerability from students by first modeling it before
asking students to do so. Hallett et al. (2020c) tell the story of one instructor’s
intentional modelling of vulnerability which “allowed students in his course to see him as
‘human’ and ‘fallible,’ someone students could relate to in ways that transcended
traditional teacher–student relationships” (p. 17). The team concludes that, because of
these efforts, “students are able to share with instructors and staff members personal
issues that could negatively affect their academic progress as well as the hopes and
dreams they may feel unsure about pursuing” (p. 17).
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Students do not always experience instructors in validating ways. Instructors can
invalidate students through their perceived temperament. For example, Rendón (1994)
reports that instructors invalidate students when they are aloof, or students perceive
them as busy or short tempered. Educators can also invalidate students through racial
insensitive actions. For example, Feagin et al. (1996) explain that Black students found
White instructors difficult to engage because the educator were insensitive to their
cultural background and expected Black students to represent their entire race.
Instructors can also invalidate students by privileging middle-class social and cultural
capital in the way they engage students. For example, Kezar (2011) explains that
instructors can assume low-income students have money to engage in extracurricular
actives or to devalue the financial stress low-income students face as they navigate
complex familial relationships while in college.
As at-promise students have inconsistently validating experiences depending on
the individual instructor and classroom environment, Rendón calls on institutions to train
educators in how to validate students (Rendón, 1994; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011).
A training-only approach does not create aligned and integrated validating experiences
for at-promise students as Kezar et al. (forthcoming) explain, “in practice, one of the
challenges of Rendón’s theory is that validation rests in the hands of individual
institutional agents. In practice, it relies on “kind” individuals to decide to commit to
validating students” (p. 9). Institutions need a systematic way to support instructors as
they work with at-promise students. Unfortunately, higher education has yet to identify
a viable model for implementing validation in a large-scale way that coordinates
validating experiences throughout at-promise students’ college going experiences
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(Kezar et al., forthcoming). Kitchen et al., (forthcoming) note that few studies have
examined how validation can be embedded within at-promise student support
structures.
Process-Person-Context-Time Model
Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) PPCT model is a human
development theory that explains how a person interacts with their environment to
develop over time. According to PPCT, development is contingent on four elements:
process, person, context, and time. Bronfenbrenner explains human development as
an interaction of persons with process and contexts over time.
Process in ecological systems theory refers to the interaction of the person with
their various environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Processes which directly
impact a person are referred to as proximal processes. Proximal processes are those
interactions which “occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time” (p.
798) and are “the primary mechanisms producing human development” (p. 795).
Validation is the key proximal process in ecological validation. Kitchen et al.,
(forthcoming) explain that validation is “the central and primary driver of student
development and success” (p. 10).
In PPCT, a person is the collection of experiences and traits the individual brings
with them into and develops while within a given environment—here college
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Persons have certain dispositions, resources, and
demand characteristics that impact and interact with proximal processes to produce
development as they experience various contexts over time (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2007).
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Contexts in PPCT are those environments which impacts the person and can be
those with which a person interacts directly (e.g., relationships with staff, faculty, etc.) or
those larger contexts which indirectly impacts an individual’s experience (e.g., campus
policies and political climate). Bronfenbrenner (1994) identifies four contexts in which
persons engage, two of which more closely impact a student and two of which are more
indirect. The first two systems are the micro- and the mesosystem. Microsystems are
those elements and persons with which a person engages directly (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2007). These are structures such as meetings with advisors or faculty,
attending courses or mentorship relationships. The mesosystem describes interactions
that occur when elements of a person’s microsystem interact with each other, without
the person being directly involved. For example, when advisors and instructors
communicate about a student or when peers communicate with staff about a student.
The two larger systems, the exo- and the macrosystems, are outside of the purview of
this study since students do not directly interact with them as they describe the larger
social system in which the person lives (i.e., campus policies and mass media) and the
social and cultural beliefs and attitudes of broader society (i.e., cultural norms and
ideologies), respectively.
Time is the final element of ecological systems theory and describes the
longitudinal nature of development. Time is important for ecological systems theory as
it describes persons’ continued interaction with proximal processes regularly in their
various contexts (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). For ecological validation, time
emphasizes the on-going nature of student development and the importance of
continuous validating experiences for at-promise student success.
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What is the mesolevel and what are mesolevel interactions? Before
discussing ecological validation, I wanted to clarify what the mesolevel is and what I
mean when I use the term ‘mesolevel’ interaction. According to Bronfenbrenner (1994),
an ecological system is composed of four independent but interconnected contexts: the
micro-, meso-, exo- and macrosystems.

Figure 4. The ecological levels of a student
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Though Figure 4 is an ecological representation of a student, it will serve to
illustrate how both students and instructors exist within an ecological system of higher
education. In an ecological system, the people with whom individuals interact and are
acted upon are depicted on the microlevel. In Figure 4, the microlevel is composed of
academic advisors, peers, TSLC staff, and instructors—these should be seen as
illustrative and not intended to be an exhaustive list. Microlevel level agents interact
with individuals through conversations, meetings, communications, etc. They are the
primary levers by which individuals experience the ecology in which they function.
Students engage in microlevel engagements with program staff, peers, family members,
neighbors, etc.—i.e., with any individual with whom they interact. Similarly, instructors
engage in microlevel interactions with peers, department chairs, friends, spouses,
medical professionals, etc.
The mesosystem is what Bronfenbrenner (1994) terms the interactions of an
individual’s microsystem a) when the individual is not present and b) the interactions
impact the individual. Instructors regularly engage in mesolevel interactions for
students when they talk to their peers about a specific student’s attendance and share
information about external factors that are impacting the student. This would be a
mesolevel interaction because a) the student interacts with all the members of the
mesolevel interaction directly (i.e., these agents are part of their microsystem) and b)
the conversation impacts the student’s experience as instructors gain insight into the
student’s situation. An example of a non-mesolevel interaction would be if an instructor
talks to their department chair about a student but the department chair does know
and/or has not interacted with that student. As the department chair is not part of the
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student’s microsystem, this is not a mesolevel interaction. The same dynamics hold for
instructors. An example of a mesolevel engagement for an instructor is when the
instructor’s dean and department chair discuss the instructor’s teaching performance in
relation to their upcoming tenure. As both the dean and department chair are part of the
instructor’s microsystem, their interactions about the instructor are a mesolevel
interaction in relationship to the instructor. If the department chair were to discuss the
instructor’s teaching performance with the provost, who is not part of the instructor’s
mesolevel (in this example, the provost exists in the instructor’s exosystem but not the
microsystem), this would not be a mesolevel interaction.
A key role of faculty coordinators is to interact with both students’ and instructors’
mesosystems to support the success of the individual about whom they are engaging.
For students, faculty coordinators often engage their instructors, the program staff, their
TSLC mentors, and other various campus supports—such as their academic advisors—
to share information or get insight that helps them coordinate support for the student. In
relationship to instructors, faculty coordinators engage in various mesolevel interactions
with elements of instructor’s microsystem to support their work for the TSLC program
and for its students—for example, with the instructor’s department chair. The program’s
ability to utilize students’ and instructors’ mesolevels to coordinate support is the
primary way in which the program facilitates the ecological component of the program’s
ecological validation.
Ecological Validation
Ecological validation is an empirically derived model of at-promise students’
college success developed from qualitative analysis of the TSLC program (Hallett et al.,
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2021; Kitchen et al., forthcoming). Ecological validation extends Rendón’s (1994)
validation theory “by identifying how campus environments and programs can be
organized into ecologies of validation with multiple aligned supports for students’
success” (Kitchen et al., forthcoming, p. 29). Building on the preliminary research into
integrated and coordinated systems of support (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020; Kolenovic et
al., 2013; Weiss et al., 2019), ecological validation merges validation theory with
Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994;
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) to explain how “student engagement with the multiple
immediate structural contexts as the driver of student development and success”
(Kitchen et al., forthcoming, p. 8).
The process of ecological validation. Ecological validation recognizes that
academic and interpersonal validation are linked—that the each influences the other—
and educators engage students in both interpersonally and academically validating
ways (Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Toccoli et al., 2019). Educators initiate interpersonal
relationships with students, utilizing techniques to develop bonds with students. For
example, educators learn and call students by their first names, meet with each student
within the first couple weeks of class, and proactively affirm the student’s place in the
program and their capacity as learners. Educators go beyond “the job description” as
they recognize “they are responsible to help students fully realize their potential and
capabilities for success” (Kitchen et al., forthcoming, p. 19). By engaging students
interpersonally, educators can provide meaningful academic feedback to students and
can often recognize academic doubt is rooted in interpersonal doubt about their ability
to belong in higher education—and speak to it.
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Educators recognize at-promise students’ innate capacity to succeed. They
affirm that potential by challenging negative assumptions students have about their own
capabilities and counteract invalidating messages students may have received or are
receiving from elsewhere. For example, instructors take the opportunity to affirm a
student’s intelligence when they say they are not smart because they are not good in
specific subject (e.g., math). Educators understand it is their responsibility to help
students unlock their academic potential, hold students to high academic standards,
and provide feedback and support to help them obtain that success.
People in ecological validation. Educators in ecological validation approach
at-promise students from a shared belief that they are capable of success. In contrast
to traditional college campuses and other at-promise student support structures,
students are not seen as a collection of problems to be solved (Kezar, 2011). Instead,
by regularly discussing “their shared approach to student success that [is] characterized
by validating practices and the shared beliefs in students’ capabilities to achieve
success,” educators coordinate and integrate validating philosophies and practices
throughout the program (Kitchen et al., forthcoming, p. 18). For example, elements
traditionally viewed as hindrances to at-promise students’ success—such as their
backgrounds and experiences—are instead understood to be educational assets and
educators develop approaches to integrate students’ backgrounds and experiences into
the classroom.
Educators approach students from an asset-, strength-based approach.
Educators proactively validate students’ backgrounds and experience by inviting
students to integrate their previous experiences in their education. They affirm the
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challenges students have had to overcome to make it where they are and encourage
them to think about how they can likewise overcome the current challenges they face.
For example, an educator may encourage students to consider their desired academic
trajectories and encourage them to consider how they can use their previous
experiences to help them achieve those goals (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
The context of ecological validation. Ecological validation places the onus for
student success on educators. Educators in ecological validation are institutional
personnel consisting of staff, administrators, and instructors who interact with students
and coordinate their experiences while in college. Educators address student needs
proactively in an integrated, holistic, and systemic way (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
Educators use technologically mediated channels of communication to share student
data, needs, and successes with other educators across the student’s mesosystem,
allowing educators to view students in a holistic, big-picture way. These
communications channels include early warning systems, emails, and verbal
communication.
In ecological validation, educators structure support to help overcome systemic
barriers to student success. Educators leverage partnerships they have built with other
campus-based resources to connect students with resources within the program and
across campus. By training students in how to find and utilize these resources, the
educators empower students to proactively address their own needs. The sharing of
information across partnerships in and outside of the program allows educators to
contextualize student issues in a holistic way and provides opportunities for students to
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receive validating messages regarding their capacities, and especially their successes,
in various contexts and from various persons.
Educators recognize that it is their responsibility to affirm students’ unique
assets, promoting a diverse and inclusive environment. Educators structure their
classrooms to leverage student assets and use pedagogies that promote at-promise
students’ success. For example, an instructor may recognize their students are good at
working in teams and so create assignments that center group work. By centering
students’ assets in the educational environment, educators create spaces wherein
students understand they belong, that they are capable of success in higher education,
and to help them understand how those assets can be leveraged for academic, and
often career, success.
Validating students across time. Ecological validation understands the
importance of validating students throughout their entire college career. Educators
validate students both as they begin college and throughout their college journey; they
recognize that they must remain available to students outside of formal, course-based
contexts. Students are validated and encouraged as they overcome the new
challenges they face as they enter college. Because educators are engaged with
students interpersonally and have relationships with them that transcend a single
semester or course, educators can celebrate students after they overcome those initial
challenges.
The cycle of facing, overcoming, and being celebrated for successfully navigating
challenges provides regular opportunities to validate students. Students continue to
experience transitions throughout their time in college—for example, beginning their
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second semester, choosing a major, or deciding upon a career—each of which brings
new challenges. Because of their continued relationships with the students, educators
can validate students’ capacities to face those challenges, normalize the importance of
seeking support to meet those challenges, and help students understand challenges
provide opportunities for growth and development. Repeated validation reinforces the
message that students belong and are capable of success.
Finding the Gap: Faculty Coordinators within Ecological Validation
Ecological validation provides a novel frame from which to approach supporting
instructors for at-promise student success. Rendón’s (1994) validation theory
demonstrates the capacity of at-promise students to become powerful learners and the
central role institutional agents, especially instructors, play in facilitating that success.
Numerous studies since Rendón’s (1994) article have confirmed her findings, showing
that validation is especially powerful in promoting success for at-promise students
(Flores et al., 2007; Lundberg et al., 2007; Rendón, 2002, 2006; Rendón & Jalomo Jr.,
1995; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). Yet validation
research, despite Rendón’s (1994) insistence validation should be incorporated into the
structures of higher education and not left to be the work of individual agents, remains
focused on individual instructors’ interactions with students; the literature has not been
able to identify how validation theory can be integrated into higher education to promote
at-promise student success in a large-scale way (Kezar et al., forthcoming; Kitchen et
al., forthcoming). There are at least two reasons for this. First, studies of validation
theory have primarily used it as a framework from which to explore students’
experiences in various settings (e.g., mentorship, programs) of a specific subset of
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students (e.g., American Indians) (Baber, 2018; Barnett, 2010; Ezeonu, 2011; Saggio &
Rendón, 2004), or of the validating potential of specific factors (e.g., spirituality) (Burgis
& Rendón, 2006; Saggio & Rendón, 2004). No study prior to Kitchen et al.
(forthcoming) has explored a programmatic implantation of validation.
Second, validation theory centers individuals, either students or instructors, and
focuses on their actions, experiences, and beliefs. Though Rendón (1994) ends her
original article with reflections and suggestions for building validation classrooms and
the importance of developing validating cultures, institutions have been unable to
develop those structures—perhaps because validation theory does not have an internal
mechanism for culture creation or maintenance (Kezar et al., forthcoming). Before
Kitchen et al., (forthcoming), no studies utilizing validation theory have identified the
mechanisms that facilitate program wide validating experiences. Hallett et al. (2020c)
went further than others with their analysis of academically validating procedures within
TSLC, identifying the programmatic processes which foster academic validation. The
focus of that article, however, was on the process of academic validation, not the
development of validating environments. Ecological validation provides a means by
which to support instructors to create validating experiences in a program-wide setting.
Viewing validation as the key proximal process within students’ ecologies that facilitates
their success allows researchers to enquire into the role of persons, contexts, and time
in the validating process. Analysis of various ecological factors is necessary for
understanding how faculty coordinators’ work with institutions supports validating
experiences throughout students’ ecologies.
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The key finding in Kitchen et al.’s (forthcoming) study for supporting instructors
as they work with at-promise students is the impact of mesolevel interactions to
empower ecological validation. Faculty coordinators do not work with students directly
but work with other educators at students’ mesolevels. Faculty coordinators are the
primary point of contact for instructors; they liaise with departments to select suitable
instructors for the program, engage other campus leadership on behalf of the program,
train instructors, conduct trainings, and hold all-instructor meetings to discuss students
and the program. This dissertation explores how faculty coordinators support the work
of instructors to promote TSLC’s ecological validation.
Roadmap of Chapter Three
This study explores how faculty coordinators support the work of instructors to
facilitate ecological validation that supports at-promise student success. In chapter
three I will explain the technical aspects of how I conducted my study. I will explain how
my design, a qualitative case study, have allowed me to answer my research questions.
I will also contextualize my participants within the TSLC program before discussing how
data were collected and they will be analyzed.
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CHAPTER THREE

The previous chapter explored how the ecological validation provides a novel
framework that can support instructors as they engage at-promise students. I showed
how ecological validation (Kitchen et al., forthcoming) advances Rendón’s (1994)
validation theory by integrating it with Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2007) PPCT model to explain how institutions can structure supports for at-promise
students to promote their success. In line with validation theory (Rendón, 1994;
Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011), ecological validation places the onus of at-promise
student success on the institution; unlike validation theory, it does so without relying
solely on individual actors within students’ ecologies. Ecological validation builds upon
the PPCT model’s (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) explanation of human development
by identifying validation as the proximal process with which students (i.e., persons)
engage in various programmatic contexts to develop throughout (i.e., time) their
engagement with the program. As Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) is the first empirical
study to investigate the programmatic implementation of ecological validation, little is
known about the development, implementation, and coordination of ecological
validation. How do faculty coordinators support instructors who work within TSLC?
How do faculty coordinators integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation?
How do mesolevel interactions influence ecological validation? The following chapter
outlines the case study designed to investigate these questions.
Ecological validation is a new concept; neither it nor the role of faculty
coordinators who make it possible have been examined. As this study investigates how
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the work of faculty coordinators supports instructors to create ecological validation, I
utilized a qualitative design. A qualitative design is appropriate to this study as
qualitative research has the capacity to provide “a complex, detailed understanding of
the issue” under consideration (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 45). This multiple-case study
utilizes several data sources—including interviews with the faculty coordinators,
portions of interviews with TSLC instructors and program directors which discuss the
faculty coordinator, observational data, and document analysis—to investigate the
perceptions and actions of the four faculty coordinators of the three TSLC programs at
UNK, UNL, and UNO. In what follows I explain the methodological context, study
design, study participants, data sources and analysis, and how I maintained this study’s
trustworthiness as I explored how faculty coordinators’ work with instructors that
facilitates TSLC’s ecological validation. I begin, however, by introducing the TSLC
program.
An Overview of the TSLC Program
The TSLC program was launched in 2008 as a collaboration between the Susan
T. Buffett Foundation (STBF) and the NU System. The program was an adaptation of
an already existing scholarship program on one of the NU campuses whose mission
was and is to support college success of at-promise students. Students must apply to
the STBF for the scholarship and, if selected, receive a scholarship that covers
approximately the cost of tuition for up to five years if they attend a four-year institution.
Students who attend UNK, UNL, or UNO are required to participate in the TSLC twoyear support program. Though called a learning community, TSLC is really a two-year
comprehensive college transition program (Hallett et al., 2020a) that includes—in
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addition to the up-to-five-year scholarship—two years of college success programming.
This programming includes various academic, social, and career components as well as
program specific housing on two of the campuses. This programming includes various
academic, social, and career components as well as program specific housing on two of
the campuses. I will first describe the characteristics of each of the NU campuses with
instances of TSLC before discussing the composition of TSLC.
The TSLC program employs staff members on each NU campus where the
program is offered. The fulltime staff include a program director and several studentoriented staff members. The program also employs peer-mentors and a faculty
coordinator. The faculty coordinator is a faculty member who is partly funded by the
program to work with the program director and the various academic departments on
campus to select, train, and support instructors who teach the TSLC-specific courses.
The faculty coordinator serves as the primary point of contact for instructors, liaising
between the instructors, their academic departments, and the program. The instructors
who teach TSLC-only courses are employed by the university.
Faculty coordinators worked with the campus’ academic departments to select
instructors to teach a TSLC-only section of a general-elective course they taught within
their departments. The TSLC-only courses were reserved for TSLC students and were
taken during students’ first two years in the program. The courses were capped at 25
students, were only taught by TSLC instructors, and had the same course number as
their non-TSLC equivalence. TSLC students had to take two TSLC-courses their first
two semesters. During the second year, the campus programs varied in if students
were required to take one or two additional TSLC courses. Apart from an
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autobiographical writing class at one of the NU schools, students selected which
classes they took. More information on TSLC courses can be found in Toccoli et al.
(2019). Students were also required to take a first-year seminar their first semester in
the program which focused on college knowledge and developing students’ navigational
capital. The program’s first-year seminars were also reserved for only TSLC students
but were taught by program staff and did not count as a general elective course.
Methodological Approach
I utilized an interpretivist qualitative methodological approach to study how
faculty coordinators’ work with instructors may facilitate ecological validation that
supports at-promise students in the TSLC program. Interpretivism, which is the belief
that reality is socially constructed, is the most common framework for qualitative
research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Interpretivism holds that there is no knowable
objective reality, but rather that realities are socially constructed. Interpretivist research
tends to investigate how individuals and groups experience the world and the meanings
they assign to those experiences. Interpretivist research must thus be sensitive to the
multiplicity—and sometimes contradictory—views an individual or group may hold in
relation to a phenomenon or experience and the way those views are socially
developed.
Qualitative research is concerned with individuals and groups’ experiences,
perceptions, and meaning making activities. As Merriam and Tisdell explain (2016),
qualitative researchers seek to understand “how people interpret their experiences, how
they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 6).
Qualitative researchers understand that they co-inhabit the world of their participant and
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therefore do not conduct their studies in laboratories or in controlled conditions, but in
the world they share with those participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013), relying primarily
on their participants’ words as the data they will use to “understand the meaning people
have constructed; that is, how people make sense of their world and the experiences
they have in” it (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15; emphasis original). Hence, qualitative
research considers the researcher to be the primary instrument of data collection. It is
the researcher’s task to cultivate rich, thick descriptions of a phenomenon or experience
by utilizing multiple data sources (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
This study is an investigation of individual and group behavior in an
organizational setting. Specifically, it is an investigation of how faculty coordinators,
instructors, and program directors understand their roles and make sense of their
actions that facilitate TSLC’s ecological validation to support at-promise students. The
interpretivist qualitative design of my study allowed me to examine what the roles,
actions, and beliefs of social actors (i.e., faculty coordinators and instructors) within a
social setting (i.e., TSLC) are and how those actors understand the significance of their
actions.
Methodology
This study utilized a qualitative multiple-case study design to investigate how
faculty coordinators’ work with instructors facilitated TSLC’s ecological validation to
support at-promise students. In this section, I will describe the design of my cases, the
goals of utilizing this design, and why a qualitative multiple-case study was the best
design to address my research questions. Before doing so, however, as this study
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utilizes qualitative data which were collected as part of the PASS Project (Hallett et al.,
2020b), I will briefly overview the design of the PASS Project.
The PASS Project’s Research Design
The PASS research project was a grant-funded research project that utilized a
longitudinal (2015-2019), mixed-method research design to explore various outcomes of
the TSLC program, including GPA, retention, and various psychosocial outcomes (e.g.,
belonging, mattering, academic self-efficacy) (Cole et al., 2019; Melguizo et al., 2020).
The study utilized various data collection methods, including surveys; observations;
document analysis; digital diaries (i.e., video logs) with students; focus groups; and
interviews with program participants, staff, instructors, leadership, faculty coordinators
as well as with university and foundation leadership (Hallett et al., 2020b).
The PASS researchers were divided into three teams: the qualitative, the
formative, and the summative teams. Each team had a lead investigator who worked
with the project’s primary investigator to identify the team’s research agenda, identify
appropriate collection methods, coordinate data collection, and collaborate on data
analysis. As this study will only utilize data from the qualitative team, I will only provide
a brief overview of that team. The qualitative team was comprised of the lead
qualitative researcher, campus lead researchers, post-doctoral researchers, and
graduate research assistants. Each of the campuses had its own campus lead
researcher who coordinated data collection and analysis from that campus, supported
by campus-specific graduate research assistants. The entire PASS team would also
meet annually to discuss research related issues, including data collection, emerging
findings, and to identify additional data needs.
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The qualitative team used a multiple-case-study design, with each campus
iteration of TSLC as one of three cases (Hallett et al., 2020c). The campus leads,
working with the primary investigator, coordinated data collection and utilized the same
data-collection tools (e.g., the same focus group questions) at each campus to ensure
compatibility of the data. Data were analyzed by campus, case reports were created,
and eventually the team created cross-case reports and conducted cross-cases
analysis. The research team met weekly throughout the five-year project in a
technology mediated meeting to coordinate data collection, analysis of data, and
discuss emerging findings. Campus leads and graduate research assistants would visit
their campus at least once per semester over the five-year project to collect data and to
engage in member checking. This dissertation utilized data gathered by the PASS
Project qualitative team during their five-year investigation of TSLC.
Study Design
This dissertation utilized a qualitative multiple-case study design because it best
suites my object of study: TSLC’s faculty coordinators. Robert Stake (2005) explains
that a “case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied”
(p. 134). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explain a case should be a “a unit around which
there are boundaries,” should focus on “a single person who is a case example of some
phenomenon, a program, a group, an institution, a community, or a specific policy” (p.
38), and should have a finite quantity of possibility of collectable data. My cases are
TSLC’s faculty coordinators within their campus setting. They are a group with finite
members within the boundaries of a program. Faculty coordinators for the three NU
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based TSLC programs represent the entirety of the faculty coordinator population for
the data collection years (2015-2017).
This dissertation would be best described as an instrumental multiple-case study.
Stake (2005) explains that intrinsic cases are those wherein the case itself, whether is
unique or ordinary, is of interest. The role of faculty coordinators is unique and warrants
an intrinsic case study to investigate their behaviors, attitude, actions, functions, etc.
This dissertation, however, is not that study. This study is an instrumental multiple-case
study as I will explore faculty coordinators in TSLC (i.e., the case) “mainly to provide
insight into an issue” (Stake, 2005, p. 137), namely how their work with instructors
facilitates ecological validation that supports at-promise student. Stake explains that
instrumental case studies use the case to understand something beyond the case itself
and are thus well suited to “illustrating how the concerns of researchers and theorist are
manifest in the case” (Stake, 2005, pp. 140-141). So it is with my study: I rely on my
framework—ecological validation—to understand how institutions can support
instructors in their work with at-promise students.
Case studies are well suited to examining peculiar or novel situations, especially
in situations where context is important. Yin (2018) explains case studies are useful
when the researcher wants “to understand a real-world case and assume that such an
understanding is likely to involve important contextual conditions pertinent to your case”
(pp. 46-47). My framework, ecological validation which is built on the PPCT model
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), has sensitized me to the importance of the context in
which it is developed. Kitchen et al. (forthcoming) define ecological validation as
“multiple, intentionally coordinated structures (or contexts) within which students are
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exposed to opportunities to receive both academic and interpersonal validation from
educators over time” (p. 14). Ecological validation cannot be reduced to the structures
of the program itself (i.e., the what), but depend on the implementation of those
structures (i.e., the how) (Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
A multiple-case study design allowed me to consider the influence of context on
the actions, beliefs, and meaning-making activities of faculty coordinators. As each
faculty coordinator is located within an independent iteration of TSLC on their specific
campus, the multiple-case study approach allows this study to examine each faculty
coordinator first within their own campus and program context (i.e., within-case
analysis) before comparing across cases. The three NU campuses under study, UNK,
UNL and UNO, differ in their context, focus, and culture. Table 1 presents several of
the key characteristics of each campus. Two items warrant specific reference:
institutional focus and student population. Both UNL and UNO are large, research
heavy institutions. UNL, however, is a land grand institution with a large residential
component. The majority of UNL’s first and second-year TSLC students live on campus
in residential spaces reserved for TSLC students. UNO is the most diverse campus,
exist in an urban environment, and the majority of TSLC’s students commute to
campus. Resultingly, TSLC at UNO has less social and academic programing in the
evening and primarily within TSLC’s designated space, which also functions as a
hangout space for many TSLC students before, between, or after classes. UNK is a
small rural campus, is more teaching focused, is the least diverse of the three, and is
highly residential. Students primarily remain on campus and so the program, like UNL,
offers evening social and academic programming.
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Table 1
NU Campus Comparison (* Indicates Data from nces.ed.gov)
Characteristics

UNL

UNK

UNO

Campus Setting

City: Medium

Town: Rural

City: Large

Carnegie Classification

R1

M1

R2

Population (UG)*

25,108 (20,286)

6,225 (4,385)

15, 892 (12,768)

Student-to-Faculty Ratio*

16 to 1

13 to 1

16 to 1

Primary TSLC Residential Status

Residential

Residential

Commuter

Percent of Student Receiving Pell 24%
Grant*

38%

40%

Percent of UG Population that is
White*

76%

62%

75%

Retention 1st Time UGs*

85%

81%

77%

25th (75th) Percentile for ACT
Composite Score*

22 (28)

19 (26)

18 (26)

Overall Graduation Rates for
2014 (Transfer Out)*

66% (10%)

59% (26%)

49% (27%)

A multiple-case study approach will allow this study to first consider how each
campus coordinator influences their program’s ecology of validation, allowing the unique
relationship of the faculty coordinator to their campus to be considered before
developing cross-case themes and findings. The use of a multiple-case study approach
will increase this study’s ability to generalize its findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Data Sources and Collection
This study utilized a data set that was collected by the PASS Project. The PASS
Project collected robust data from participants, staff, instructors, leadership, and
stakeholders of the TSLC program (Hallett et al., 2020b). Notable for this dissertation,
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the PASS Project conducted interviews with faculty coordinators and instructors, logged
hundreds of hours of observations, and collected program created and/or distributed
documents. These three data sources provided the data for this case study.
Interviews
The PASS Project qualitative team conducted semi-structured interviews with
TSLC staff and instructors as well as NU leadership, including all the faculty
coordinators and approximately nine TSLC instructors from each campus. Interview
protocols and consent documents were developed collaboratively by the qualitative
research team. Interviews were conducted by the campus qualitative lead researcher
and graduate research assistants, they were audio recorded, professional transcribed,
and stored on a secured server along with consent documentation.
The faculty coordinator interview served as the primary data source for this
study. Faculty coordinator interviews were conducted by the campus lead researchers,
utilized a semi-structured interview protocol, and lasted approximately 45-60 minutes.
One of the four faculty coordinators was formally interviewed twice, the rest were
interviewed one time, though the campus research team interacted with them frequently
on their visits to campus. The interviews were structured to explore their coordination of
the TSLC-only courses, the training of faculty, and their working relationship with the
program’s staff and director. Each interview was electronically recorded, professionally
transcribed, and stored on a secured server.
This study also utilized the portion of instructor and program director interviews
that explored their relationship with faculty coordinators as secondary data. Each
campus qualitative research team interviewed a portion the instructors who were
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teaching TSLC-only courses during the term in which the interviews took place. The
research team reached out to a select group of instructors based on the
recommendation of the faculty coordinator, program staff, and students. In order to
coordinate a diverse set of perspectives, the team requested instructors from various
disciplines, with different lengths of relationship with the program, and of various
university ranks (ranging from graduate students to department chairs). The team
conducted 28 instructor interviews in all. Interviews were conducted by the campus
lead researchers, utilized a semi-structured interview protocol, and lasted approximately
30-45 minutes. Interviews were structured to explore the instructors’ background,
engagement with and the influence of faculty coordinators, course design and
philosophy, and perceptions of TSLC students. They utilized a similar approach for staff
interviews. They interviewed all full time TSLC staff using a semi-structured interview
protocol, each of which lasted 30-45 minutes. Interviews were structured to explore
program operations, their interactions with other program staff, and their perceptions of
the program and its students. The research team also engaged in ad hoc conversations
upon visits to each campus which they captured after the fact as written reflections.
Each interview was electronically recorded, professionally transcribed, and stored on a
secured server.
Observations
The PASS Project qualitative team were present on each campus and in each
program every semester through the study period (2015-2019). The team collected
over 200 hours of observations per campus for a total of 600 hours of observation of the
program, courses, trainings, meetings, various social programming, and administrative
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meetings of each TSLC team. The lead campus researcher visited the campus multiple
times a semester at the beginning of the study, building a rapport with program staff
while conducting interviews and observation. The team identified similar aspects of the
program to observe, to provide similar data for the cross-case analysis. Initially, the
qualitative team were passive observers of the program, but as relationships were built,
they became active participants. Each campus’ qualitative lead and research assistants
took observational notes of their time and compared notes with the other campus
qualitative teams during weekly team meetings (2015-2019). This researcher was
present on one of the campuses in 2019 to conduct focus groups with program
participants and observed administrative procedures as well as social programming of a
TSLC program.
Of specific value for this study, researchers were present at faculty coordinator
led new instructor trainings on each campus. These trainings sessions introduced new
instructors to TSLC’s structure, staff, student-demographics, other instructors, and
program protocols. This study used observational data of the faculty coordinator led
new instructor training sessions to triangulate, enrich, and/or challenge findings from the
interview data (Stake, 1995).
Document Analysis
The PASS Project qualitative team collected various TSLC related documents for
analysis during the data collection phase (2015-2019). Documents were stored on a
secure server and analyzed to develop campus case reports and a cross-case report for
the PASS Project. Documents created, utilized, or distributed by the faculty
coordinators were collected and stored, including instructor training documents and
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materials overviewing the needs of TSLC students. This study used these documents
to triangulate, enrich, and/or challenge findings from the interview data (Stake, 1995).
Description of Participants
This study utilized the data from interviews with the TSLC faculty coordinators (n
= 4) as well as the portion of all the TSLC instructor (n = 28) and program director (n =
3) interviews that explored faculty coordinators that were collected as part of the PASS
Project (Hallett et al., 2020b). For reasons of confidentiality, I did not utilize identifiable
information throughout this study. Unfortunately, that means I could not provide details
that would locate either the faculty coordinators or the instructors within their campus as
it would risk identifying the faculty coordinator being discussed (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016; Stake, 1995).
Faculty Coordinators
There was one faculty coordinator per campus. Over the study, however, one
faculty coordinator changed positions and was replaced. The PASS Project qualitative
team interviewed the new faculty coordinator the year after they interviewed the others,
utilizing the same interview protocols. All the faculty coordinators signed supplemental
waivers indicating their approval of this study and their permission for it to utilize their
interview data.
The faculty coordinators were full-time faculty at their respective university who
were hired by the program to coordinate and train instructors to teach TSLC courses.
Half of the faculty coordinators’ time was bought out by the STBF so they could perform
the duties of the faculty coordinator. The faculty coordinators worked directly with the
program director to identify TSLC course needs. They then worked with the various
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departments across campus to staff those courses. Faculty coordinators were
responsible for training, evaluating, supporting, and deciding whether to retain
instructors for the TSLC courses. They also taught a TSLC course.
Instructors
Instructors were primarily affiliated with their departments, where they did most of
their teaching as they taught no-more than two TSLC specific sections of their courses
per year. All TSLC instructors were selected, trained, evaluated, and supported by the
faculty coordinator on their campus. Instructors were emailed by the qualitative
research team to gage their interest in being interviewed by the PASS Project team.
Instructors were of various ranks (graduate students, adjuncts, assistants, associates,
full professors, and department chair); had different experience levels as instructors
(first year instructors to over 20 years of experience); were associated with TSLC for
different lengths of time (first time instructors to those with six or more years of
experience with the program); and differed in genders, ethnicity, and departmental
affiliations. The TSLC instructors are typically selected to teach for the program
because they have demonstrated high-quality teaching and have exhibited commitment
to the success of at-promise students.
To provide context on the role of instructors in TSLC, I provide a brief explanation
of the TSLC courses. The TSLC program provided TSLC-only sections of general
elective courses for students to take during their first two years in the program. These
courses were capped at 25 students, were taught by TSLC instructors, and had the
same course number as their non-TSLC equivalence. TSLC students had to take two
TSLC-courses their first semester. Programs differed on the required number of
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courses students had to take after the first semester, but each program required all
students to take at least one TSLC course each semester. Apart from an
autobiographical writing class at one of the NU schools, students selected which
classes they took. More information on TSLC courses can be found in Toccoli et al.
(2019).
Program Directors
There was one program director per campus. Program directors were full time
TSLC employees and oversaw the non-academic components of the program, including
the staff, and worked closely with the faculty coordinator on the budget, design,
offerings, and to solve ad hoc issues. Program directors were interviewed formally by
the PASS team at least once per semester for the first two years of the study and were
consulted regularly to verify results, for insight regarding key stakeholders, and
informally during each campus visit.

Table 2
Participant Demographic Information
Role in TSLC

Total
people

Men Women White

Racially
Minoritized

Unsure
Race

Total
interviews

Instructor

28

13

15

23

4

1

28

Faculty
Coordinators

4

1

3

4

0

0

5

Program
Directors

3

1

2

3

0

0

23

Total

35

15

20

30

4

1

56
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Data Analysis
The primary focus of my analysis was the interviews with the faculty
coordinators. This study utilized a constant comparative method to analyses the data
throughout the process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and a multi-step coding procedure to
organize my data. I began with the faculty coordinator interviews. As this is an
instrumental multiple-case study, I remained sensitive to themes and patterns that relate
to ecological validation, validation theory, and/or the PPCT model. I used these initial
codes to group data and identify emerging themes. I wrote analytical memos to myself
throughout the process, asking questions of the data, reflecting on potential themes,
and identifying how my biases showed up as I analyzed the data. I turned to the
instructor interviews where I utilized the same approach to code those sections that
correspond to the sections of the interview protocol that address the faculty coordinator.
I did likewise with the program director interviews.
I captured the data, codes, and themes digitally via Dedoose. Dedoose was
password protected and only accessible on a password protected computer. Data were
only stored on the secure server.
I returned to the faculty coordinator interviews where I engaged in what Stake
(2005) terms direct interpretation, which is when the researcher seeks patterns which
emerge unexpectedly from the data, or what Merriam and Tisdell (2016) term open
coding. I coded the data inductively, paying especial attention for emic issues (Stake,
2005). I used the new codes to develop new groups of data and refine themes as I
constructed categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I wrote analytic memos to myself
throughout the coding process wherein I continued to ask questions of the data and
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reflection on themes and my potential biases. I then turned back to the instructor and
program director interviews where I tested the new codes from the second round of
coding of the faculty coordinator interviews. I also engaged in direct interpretation of the
instructor interviews. I then collected and compared my codes across the two interview
sets, seeking patterns or divergences. I continued to write myself analytic memos
throughout the process.
I then turned to the observation data. I read and reread the observational data,
applying the codes derived from the two rounds of coding of the interview data. I also
directly interpreted the observational data, seeking data which might provide insight into
emic issues I may have overlooked and to confirm or challenge my emerging findings. I
then turned to the documents where I engaged in a similar process. I read and reread
the documents, applying my emerging codes and themes, and sought confirming or
disconfirming evidence. I wrote myself analytical memos throughout. I utilized a visual
representation of the codes via Dedoose to consider how the identified codes
correspond to themes or issues, and how those themes or issues could be organized
into findings (Stake, 1995).
I consulted my analytical memos throughout ad hoc, but at this stage I
intentionally reviewed them as I named the categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). When
the memo presents ideas, themes, or data my codes and themes do not at this point
address, I modified my codes and/or themes and I drafted a short reply to the memo
articulating why they do not.
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Trustworthiness
This interpretivist qualitative multiple-case study took steps to strengthen the
trustworthiness of its findings. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) briefly explore the
contentious discussions around talking about the credibility, validity, reliability, etc. of
qualitative studies. As this is a constructivist study which deals with the perceptions of
the participants and their constructed realities, I eschew the notion of validity in favor of
trustworthiness. I sought trustworthiness through triangulation which Merriam and
Tisdell describe as “a powerful strategy” (p. 245) for safeguarding the trustworthiness of
a study.
This dissertation sought to preserve the trustworthiness of the study through
triangulation of findings through multiple types of data sources, collected from
participants with diverse perspectives, and collected by a diverse research team over a
range of time (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Specifically, this study sought to triangulate
findings through the use of faculty coordinator interview data, instructor interview data,
observational data, and document analysis. By using four different data sources that
preserve the perspectives of various and different types of program enactors
(instructors and faculty coordinators) as well as a diverse group of researchers (the
PASS Project qualitative team), this study triangulated its findings by “comparing and
cross-checking data collected through observation at differ times or in different places,
or interview data collected from people with different perspectives” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 245).
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Chapter Summary
This chapter explored the technical elements of my study of how faculty
coordinators’ work with instructors may facilitate ecological validation that supports atpromise students. I explained why an interpretivist qualitative multiple-case study was
well suited to helping this study achieve its aims. I also discussed how I conducted the
study including, who my participants are, how data were collected, how data were
analyzed, and what approaches I took to maintain its trustworthiness.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Faculty leaders are a common feature on university campuses. Department
chairs and deans play crucial roles in the function of most academic units, overseeing
both the academic and operational components of their unit. These leaders typically
hold a faculty position, be it tenure- or non-tenure-track, and primarily work with the
instructors of their own academic department. Interdepartmental coordination tends to
be top down as academic councils and provosts regulate program offerings, catalog
requirements, and hiring/promotion across the university.
The faculty coordinators of TSLC, on the other hand, oversee the academic and
operational components of an integrated academic program, more akin to a coordinator
of an honors program than that of a department chair. Faculty coordinators work
directly with instructors, departmental chairs, and deans from various academic units to
coordinate TSLC-only sections of a wide array of general elective courses. They also
partially oversee the operational side of a comprehensive college transition program
(i.e., TSLC) that includes social, career, residential, and non-academic collegepreparation programming.
Given the breadth and somewhat unique nature of the faculty coordinator role,
the first two sections of this chapter are devoted, first, to contextualizing the structure of
TSLC and their relationship to instructors with specific reference to how faculty
coordinators navigate relationships with the various academic departments on campus
and, second, to the presentation of a by-semester overview of a faculty coordinator’s
responsibilities. The goal of first section is to provide the contextual and structural
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factors with and within which faculty coordinators operate. The goal of the second
section is to define the faculty coordinator’s role and illustrate those activities in which
they engage over time. The rest of the chapter focuses on the findings of my
investigation of faculty coordinators with specific attention given to the role they play in
connecting instructors to TSLC’s ecological validation. All of the sections rely on
interviews with the faculty coordinators, program directors, and a selection of TSLC
instructors from each campus; observation and documents were used to elaborate and
illustrate those things discussed in the interviews. As will be discussed in chapter five,
faculty coordinators connected instructors to their programs’ ecological validation in a
variety of ways.
The Structure of TSLC and Its Relationship Academic Departments
Each TSLC program is composed of several types of staff members. Each
program employs four type of staff people: student mentors, advisors, directors, and
faculty coordinators. Student mentors were non-first year TSLC students the program
used to support students and sometimes placed in classrooms. Advisors are studentoriented staff members who meet with students, plan events, and sometimes lead
and/or teach non-academic college-knowledge, career, or social programming. These
include things like a first-year seminar, how to choose a major, and how to build a
resume. Each program also employees a program director, and perhaps an assistant
program director, who oversee the advisors and run the day-to-day operations of TSLC,
which includes things like managing the TSLC offices. Faculty coordinators are campus
instructors who are housed within their own respective academic units who have had
50% of their time bought out by the program. Faculty coordinators oversee the
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academic component of the program, including the creation, running, and staffing of
TSLC courses.
The Structure of TSLC
Figure 4 is a drawing by one of the faculty coordinators that illustrates TSLC’s
various components. The graphic was redrawn and redacted for any information that
might reveal university specific information, with those elements given their generic
names. The lines on the image represent responsibilities for or the relationship of each
element to that which it is connected. Note that in discussing the drawing after they
completed it, the faculty coordinator noted there were omissions they would have added
if they had thought about it, such as Financial Aid.
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Figure 5. Drawing of the TSLC program by a faculty coordinator

Though Figure 5 is adapted from a drawing by one faculty coordinator on one
specific NU campus, it illustrates well the multiprong approached of TSLC’s programing,
and the faculty coordinator’s role within it. There are three specific elements that are of
specific relevance for this study. First, though the faculty coordinator is isolated via a
box from the TSLC staff, the division chiefly pertains to the oversight of the academic
and classroom related components of the program. Other staff members also drew the
TSLC staff as a single entity, indicating the collective and collaborative approach the
unit takes. Faculty coordinators oversee academics, but also work with peer mentors,
advisors, and program directors to support the other components of TSLC’s
programming. Second, note the quantity of lines emanating from the right side of the
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“TSLC Staff” box. Though faculty coordinators are primarily responsible for the
academic components of the program, they play an important role in linking TSLC to
existing campus (‘University Admin’) and NU structures (“NU Admin / Provost”). This
mesolevel role will become important for several of the themes explored below. Third,
note the relationship of faculty coordinators to “Academics” and “TSLC faculty.” These
boxes illustrate that faculty coordinators’ work with instructors is a corollary of their
responsibility for academics. Though termed ‘faculty’ coordinators, coordinating
instructors is only a portion of their role and not their main focus—the academic success
of TSLC’s students is.
The faculty coordinator—academic—TSLC Instructors sequence illustrates an
important structural element for understanding the work of faculty coordinators; namely,
TSLC does not employ instructors permanently for the program which means faculty
coordinators had to work continuously with departments to assign instructors for TSLConly courses. As one faculty coordinator said, “Yeah, so we are—we arranged the
courses differently than other campuses. We don't hire the faculty. We contract for
courses. And so departments assign the instructors.” Another faculty coordinator
explains TSLC’s relationship with their instructors by comparing it with a specific livelearn program on their campus. It should be noted that this faculty coordinator is not
comparing TSLC with all of the other live-learn programs that operate on their campus,
just with a specific one to illustrate how TSLC hires their instructors.
The chief difference of design is that the [another live-learn program for atpromise students] courses are taught by [that program’s] faculty that are hired by
the [that program]. Their tenure-track lines are in the [program]. They each have
an appointment to teach in the discipline of their Ph.D. So if you were an English
professor, you would teach one class per year for the English department, but
your other two classes would be for the [program], and it would be the [program]
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that hired you, reappointed you, promoted you, and gave you tenure. So, yeah.
So that's a huge difference. We don't have any permanent faculty working for us
as faculty. I teach a course each fall semester for TSLC. But it's not part of my
duties as faculty coordinator. Let's see. What else? So the [program], for their
70 students, have one advisor, and then they have one staff assistant and
probably six faculty. Whereas we have seven advisors, a staff assistant, a
director, and me. But then the teaching roles are all kind of spread out through
the whole university.
This quote illustrates several important factors for understanding the work of
faculty coordinators. The first is that faculty coordinators do not have direct oversight of
instructors except in relationship to the TSLC-only course they are teaching. Whereas
this other live-learn program that the faculty coordinator references have access to their
instructors exclusively for training, internal work, and/or service to the community, TSLC
does not. The second is that TSLC’s instructors are generally as unified and/or
dislocated from one another as each campus department is unified and/or dislocated
from each other department. One practical implication of having their instructors
housed throughout the university in comparison with this other live-learn program is that
faculty coordinators have to manufacture connections with each instructor as they
cannot rely on serendipitous interactions between instructors, instructors with TSLC
staff, or even instructors and TSLC students outside of class. The third is that faculty
coordinators must not only work with instructors in relationship with their TSLC courses,
but with each academic department and their leadership. This factor has several
implications of its own which will be explored later.
In summary, faculty coordinators are primarily responsible for the academic
components of TSLC. They plan, coordinate, and support the offering TSLC-only
courses and the instructors who teach them and work with the other staff to support
TSLC students. They also represent the program to various institutional stakeholders to

101
support the program and its students. Following the discussion of TSLC’s instructors
which follows, the next section will explore what faculty coordinators do by exploring
their various responsibilities throughout the semester.
TSLC’s Instructors
TSLC instructors were of diverse ranks and had varying degrees of experience
working in TSLC, Tables 3 and 4 present these data respectively as they pertain to the
instructors interviewed for this study. Table 3 presents the number of instructors of
each university rank in this study, including faculty coordinators who also taught in the
program.

Table 3
Number of Instructors Interviewed by University Rank
University Rank
Graduate Student
Adjunct
Fulltime Non-Tenure Track
Department Leadership
Tenure Track/Tenured
Total

Number of
Instructors
5
2
7
1
13
28

Number of Faculty
Coordinators
0
0
1
0
3
4

Table 4 shows how the TSLC’s instructors interviewed for this study had varying
degrees of experience within both TSLC and their own campus contexts. Of the 28
instructors interviewed for this study, eight were in their first year of teaching for TSLC
but of those eight, three had been at their NU campus for 4-6 years.
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Table 4
Instructors’ Years at NU Campus by Years Teaching in TSLC

2-3
Years at
NU
4-6
Campus
7+
Total

<1
5
3
0
8

Years Teaching in TSLC
2-3
4-6
1
0
5
5
0
4
6
9

7+
0
0
5
5

Total
6
13
9
28

The relationship between faculty coordinators and TSLC’s instructors is
predicated on the fact that TSLC instructors are hired and housed in their respective
departments and only assigned to teach one, or no more than two, TSLC courses per
year. Faculty coordinators do not choose instructors for TSLC courses. Instead,
departments assign instructors for the TSLC courses their department are contracted to
teach. Two elements of note resulted from this relationship.
First, each department oversaw the process by which they assigned instructors
to TSLC courses. One faculty coordinator put this succinctly when they said, “So, that
means that how people end up in our classes differ from department to department.”
From a faculty coordinator perspective, this means that they cannot presume each
instructor enters their TSLC classroom with the same level of understanding, motivation,
and/or teaching capacity.
The second implication is that TSLC instructors were hired to fulfill departmental
postings and were not hired to work specifically with at-promise students and were not
trained by their departments to do so. Instead, the expectations for their position were
set by their departments. Moreover, their departments oversaw the promotion and
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tenure process. This implication is particularly important for how faculty coordinators
worked with instructors and will be explored more in the ‘themes’ section.
What Does a Faculty Coordinator Do? A By-Semester Job Description
The faculty coordinator ‘job description’ that follows is a synthesized view of the
four faculty coordinators from the three TSLC programs. A synthetic approach is
preferable to an individualized presentation of each faculty coordinator’s role for three
reasons. First and most importantly, by-campus presentation of the faculty coordinator
role would make the specific faculty coordinator too identifiable. As each campus
environment in which a TSLC program exists has its own unique social and political
environment, a by-campus presentation could open my participants to unnecessary
harm.
Second, a synthetic presentation of the faculty coordinator role helps clarify the
responsibilities of the role without reducing the role to the personality of each faculty
coordinator. Each campus iteration of TSLC is unique in that each campus on which
they occur have their own social and political environment which informs how faculty
coordinators operate, the mechanisms they unitize to navigate campus bureaucracy
and politics, and how they leverage the strengths of their personalities to accomplish
their responsibilities. The hyper specificity that would result if I were to adequately
present my analysis of each faculty coordinator within their own campus context would
distract from the aim of this study, which is not only to understand the perspectives of
the faculty coordinators, but to understand how faculty coordinators support instructors.
That each faculty coordinator navigates their own unique campus bureaucracy uniquely
is true; that they all navigate their campus bureaucracy to accomplish similar tasks is
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also true. By presenting a synthesis of the faculty coordinator’s roles, I will be able to
focus on those elements common to all of the programs.
This last point leads me to the third reason a synthesized view of faculty
coordinators is preferable. The goal of this study is to try to understand the faculty
coordinator role to inform attempts to bring TSLC’s ecological validation to scale.
Focusing on those aspects common to all of the TSLC programs—and their faculty
coordinators—will result in more relevant information pertaining to scalability.
Time is an important factor in the work of faculty coordinators. Their
responsibilities and actions change throughout the semester so that they can both meet
the temporally specific needs of instructors and students as well as take advantage of
time sensitive opportunities. The following presentation presents the responsibilities of
a faculty coordinator prior to, during, and after a semester as well as those actions they
perform one time per academic year, either before it begins or after it concludes. I will
pay specific attention to both the context of each action and those with whom they
engage as this helps illustrate the compressive nature of the faculty coordinator role.
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Table 5
Summary of Faculty Coordinator Responsibilities by Semester
Annually and/or
Iteratively Tasks
Budget
End of Year Report

Tasks prior to the
Semester
Course offerings
and identifying
instructors
Staff courses

Year planning

Training instructors

Collaborate with
Staff

Advise students

Tasks during the
Semester
Meeting with
instructors

Tasks after the
Semester
Collect and report
on academic
outcomes to STBF

Solve student
registration issues
Help solve/address
ad hoc student
issues
Work with
instructors on ad
hoc issues

Work with campus
departments and
units
Year schedule and
additional support
materials
Course schedule

Annually and/or Iteratively
Several of the faculty coordinator’s responsibilities occur before or after the
academic year.
Budget. TSLC is funded by an external partner, the STBF. The faculty
coordinator works with the TSLC program director to compile a TSLC budget for the
upcoming school year. This budget includes money for staff salaries, the five-year
scholarship for each TSLC student, the buy-out of 50% the faculty coordinator’s time,
$10,000 for each TSLC course given to the relevant academic departments, operational
costs, cost for TSLC specific events (i.e., social or career oriented events), funding
available for instructors for extra-curricular activities such as ‘Extend the Classroom’
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events or ‘Take a Scholar to Lunch’ activities that are offered on a per request basis,
and monies to supplement TSLC use of university services such as assessments for
learning disabilities or to supplement additional burden on the campus’ Counseling and
Psychological Services (CAPS). The budget is determined both by the size of the
program and services that the faculty coordinator and the program director deem
essential to the obtainment of TSLC’s mission (e.g., increased access to CAPS beyond
the university’s allotted access). The budget is considered and approved by the STBF
each year.
End of Year report. Each TSLC program compiles and submits an end of year
report to the STBF that overviews the program’s activities, makeup, and
accomplishments per year. The faculty coordinator is responsible to report on the
academic achievement and offerings of the program for the year. For example, the
faculty coordinator provides an overview of TSLC instructors’ teaching evaluations for
their TSLC specific courses as well as student specific academic metrics, such as
number of TSLC students who graduated that academic year.
Year planning. Partially in preparation for the budget and partially in light of it,
the faculty coordinator works with the TSLC staff, including the program director, to
consider the TSLC offerings for the upcoming year. Each year new events or services
are added to the TSLC calendar, and some are removed. For example, the faculty
coordinator and program director identified the need to build a second-year experience
for TSLC students that focused on elements either not covered in the program’s existing
first-year experience offering or would be better covered after students have already
experienced a year of college. An example of an element that was relocated from first-
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year experience to the second is support in how to choose a major. Annual
brainstorming allows the program to adapt or augments its offerings in ways it deems
best serves their students.
Collaboration with staff. The faculty coordinator works iteratively throughout
the academic year with TSLC staff to evaluate the program and/or to solve ad hoc
issues. These collaborative interactions facilitate the adaptation and evolution of each
TSLC program and partially provides the substance for consideration in the
brainstorming that occurs prior to the academic year.
Work with campus departments and units. The faculty coordinator works
iteratively throughout the academic year with various campus departments and units.
Prior to the academic year, the faculty coordinator works with various units such as
Residential Life, the Registrar’s Office, and CAPS to plan the upcoming year. The
faculty coordinator also works with these units and others to address ad hoc issues that
arise throughout the year. For example, the faculty coordinator might work with a
student’s Academic Advisor if the student has a problem with their academic plan or
with Residential Life if a student has a personal issue that impacts their housing
arrangements.
Year schedule and annual support materials. The faculty coordinator works
with the other TSLC staff to set the year’s schedule of activities, events, trainings, and
courses. The various TSLC staff produce a variety of calendars, each relevant to a
specific subset of the TSLC population. For example, faculty coordinators provide
instructors with an annual Faculty Guide at the beginning of the year that includes
various events that are either directly relevant to them (i.e., faculty trainings) or may
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impact students in their courses (e.g., TSLC mandatory dinners or trips). Each TSLC
stakeholder is provided with calendars for those events which are relevant to them.
Course schedule. A key annual task for the faculty coordinator is to plan,
secure staffing, and coordinate TSLC’s course offerings for that specific year. The
faculty coordinator works with the NU Provost, the Registrar’s Office, academic
departments and their leadership, other campus-based programs such as the Honors
Program, and others to set course offerings. The faculty coordinator adapts the TSLC
course offerings based on students’ needs, interests, or to meet TSLC objectives. As
TSLC students are all NU students, they must meet the basic requirements for general
electives requirements for the university. Many TSLC students are also involved in
other campus programs (e.g., Honors or athletics) with their own requirements, and
some enter college with up to 30-units. The faculty coordinator attempts to create a
collection of first- and second-year course offerings that allow students to meet their
various requirements as efficiently as possible.
Prior to the Semester
Course offerings and identifying instructors. The faculty coordinator sets the
schedule for faculty trainings and meetings for each semester at the beginning of the
year so TSLC instructors can calendar these meetings ahead of time. In service of
having sufficient time to set course and train instructors, the faculty coordinator works
with department chairs and deans to staff TSLC courses as soon as possible, usually
trying to identify instructors at least a semester in advance. The faculty coordinator also
sends out Doodle poles after a semester’s courses are scheduled and staffed to verify
the availability of instructors to make sure the scheduled meeting times accommodate
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as many instructors as possible. When irreconcilable or ad hoc conflicts emerge that
hinder an instructor’s ability to attend trainings or the meeting, the faculty coordinator
will meet individually with instructors to go over the training materials.
Staff courses. Staffing TSLC courses is one of the key responsibilities of the
faculty coordinator. Instructor choices are made by the department, though the faculty
coordinator may request a previous instructor, an instructor they have heard about, or
may indicate they would not like a specific instructor to return. Typically, the department
chair gauges the interest of a specific faculty to teach a specific TSLC course. If that
instructor is open to teaching that course, the faculty coordinator will often reach out to
the instructor to talk about TSLC, its students, its group dynamics, additional
responsibilities expected for TSLC courses, and the instructor’s suitability to teaching atpromise students. Many instructors are familiar with the program, having had
colleagues who have taught a TSLC section of a course or having had TSLC students
in one of their non-TSLC courses. Once an instructor for a specific course is identified,
they are provided with the dates of the mandatory trainings. Some instructors request
additional support from the faculty coordinator as they design their course or prepare
their materials.
Training instructors. In the weeks before the semester officially begins, the
faculty coordinator holds a half-day training session for all TSLC instructors teaching
that term. The session is mandatory for all instructors, regardless of rank, but is a
prerequisite for instructors teaching their first TSLC course. At the meeting, instructors
are provided with that year’s “Faculty Guide” that overviews the mission, policies,
procedures, and contact info of TSLC; the current composition of TSLC, including
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student demographics, staff positions, description of TSLC requirements for both
students and instructors, and a calendar of events; and information, characteristics,
guidelines, and recommendations for working with TSLC’s students, including
characteristics of learning community students, characteristics of first-generation
students, and recommendations for leveraging the strengths of TSLC students. The
meeting itself is interactive, with instructors encouraged to share strategies that work for
them and to ask questions they have about teaching at-promise students. We found
through observation that the meeting occurs around tables arranged in a rectangular
circle, with instructors and faculty coordinator all occupying identical seats.
Advise students. TSLC students must obtain to certain academic requirements
to be in good standing with the program. These requirements are decided upon by the
STBF and set by the TSLC. They include things like minimum GPAs, required
attendance to courses, completing a minimum of 9 academic units per semester, and
taking a preset number TLSC courses (i.e., two TSLC courses their first semester of
their first year). As NU students, they are also obliged to meet NU general elective
requirements in order to stay on track to graduate. Students are assigned a campus
academic advisor, but on one campus the faculty coordinator also serve as their second
advisor so they could help solve issues if needed. Faculty coordinators advise students
on courses, verify plans of study when students have complex situations (e.g., they
enter college with 30 units of college credit), or if they cannot access their academic
advisor for some reason.
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During the Semester
Meetings with instructors. Faculty coordinators have several formalized
meetings with instructors throughout the semester. Instructors meet a couple of times
per semester as a group to discuss student performance, student issues, class issues,
ask questions, receive training, build relationships, etc. The dates and times for these
meetings are set by the faculty coordinator as part of their annual planning but can be
modified as needed depending on instructor availability. These meetings are
mandatory for all TSLC instructors.
Solve student registration issues. Faculty coordinators work with students to
resolve registration related issues in the first couple weeks of class. Though faculty
coordinators generally defer to academic advisors, they will become more directly
involved in situations where students have issues that require greater attention; for
example, when a student is trying to generate a course schedule that accommodates
their work or family responsibilities or when a student has yet to declare a major and
they do not have access to quality advising.
Help to solve/address ad hoc student issues. A main and recurring part of
the faculty coordinator’s responsibility is working to address ad hoc student issues.
Student issues may be identified in a variety of ways. For example, an instructor may
notify the faculty coordinator a student is not coming to class or that their work has
dropped off recently, a peer mentor may inform TSLC staff that something is happening
in one of their mentee’s lives, or perhaps the student themself brings an issue to the
attention of a TSLC staff member.
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Depending on the nature of the situation, the faculty coordinator might take a
variety of roles; generally, however, the role faculty coordinators play in these issues is
communication conduit. In the example of when an instructor contacts the faculty
coordinator about a student’s performance, the faculty coordinator will acknowledge the
communication; contact the TSLC staff member, program director, other instructors who
have that student, and perhaps peer mentors to inform them of the issue and enquire if
anyone knows anything or has observed similar behavior; they will also contact various
campus entities if necessary, for example Residential Life, the student’s academic
advisor, and/or CAPS; after a situation has been identified and/or resolved, the faculty
coordinator will inform the student’s instructors, etc., for example, “the situation should
be resolved” or that “the situation is on-going” and advise how they might provide
support, for example they might ask the student’s instructors to extend certain
deadlines. Faculty coordinators are careful to observe FERPA and HIPPA
requirements about the sharing of information.
Work with instructors on ad hoc issues. Faculty coordinators also work with
instructors on an ad hoc basis, often as the result of an instructor’s request. Examples
of such requests could be about managing a specific group dynamic, advice regarding
implementing a specific pedagogical approach, or questions about accessing funds or
planning meaningful ‘Extend the Classroom’ opportunities. Other issues include
mentoring or preparing documentation to support an instructor’s tenure/promotion.
After the Semester
Collect and report on academic outcomes to STBF. After the conclusion of a
semester, the faculty coordinator collects data related to student academic outcomes.
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The faculty coordinator analyzes this data to share with the TSLC staff and includes
relevant portions in the areas for which they are responsible for the End of Year report
for the STBF. Faculty coordinators also provide a brief-but-comprehensive overview of
the events, outcomes, and operations for which they are responsible, for example
faculty training and exemptions to requirements granted for that academic year.
How Faculty Coordinators Support Instructors
The above two sections explored the responsibilities of faculty coordinators and
the structure of TSLC, including TSLC instructors. In this section, I explore how faculty
coordinators helped integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation as their
actions shaped how instructors taught their TSLC courses and engaged TSLC students.
In order to contextualize the themes which emerged from this study, I review my
research questions and aims as presented in chapter one.
In chapter one, I outlined both my research questions and the aims of this
dissertation. My research questions are:
1. How do faculty coordinators support TSLC instructors?
2. How do faculty coordinators integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological
validation?
3. How do faculty coordinators perceive their influence on at-promise students in
the TSLC program?
My aims are:
1. To empirically investigate how faculty coordinators support instructors as they
work with at-promise students
2. To expand the concept of validation beyond one-on-one engagements by
investigating how the mesolevel work of the faculty coordinator with
instructors creates ecological validation that supports at-promise students’
success
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3. To provide insight into the structural role the faculty coordinator plays in
promoting TSLC’s ecological validation to support bring ecological validation
to scale.
In light of my research questions and aims, I adopted ecological validation and a
systems perspective as frameworks for this study. I used these frameworks to sensitize
me to the various roles, contexts, processes, and structures which faculty coordinators
both adopted and/or navigated to connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological validation in
order to answer my research questions and address my aims. My analysis resulted in
the emergence of four themes that help explain how faculty coordinators were able to
connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological validation that supports the success of atpromise students: supporting validating teaching practices, demonstrating validating
practices, aligning instructors’ goals, and faculty coordinators were a single point of
contact for instructors to TSLC. These themes demonstrate the important micro- and
mesolevel roles faculty coordinators occupied as they supported instructors and the key
factors that enabled them to do so.
Supporting Validating Teaching Practices
Instructors first heard they had been selected to teach a TSLC course from their
department chairs and may or may not be aware of what TSLC is. As one instructor
said, “I would say my connection mainly came through my department chair. He had
recommended that this could be an opportunity for me to connect with students that I
can relate with in terms of my background.” This particular instructor was identified by
their department chair because of their own at-promise designation, but most of the
instructors interviewed for this study were not—20 of 28 the instructors interviewed did
not identify as at-promise students. This particular instructor knew why they were
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tapped to teach TSLC, but most did not know the details about why they were selected.
Another instructor said, “[Faculty coordinator] came and spoke with [name], my chair.
And [department chair] spoke with me.” This instructor did not know why they were
selected to teaching in TSLC and did not know details about the program beforehand.
Instructors differed on their knowledge of TSLC before being assigned to teach a
TSLC course. Some instructors did not know about the program at all and entered their
initial conversations with their department chairs or the faculty coordinator unaware of
its aims. This was especially true of instructors newer to their NU campus who were still
getting to know their departments and the campus as well as graduate students who
were isolated because of their lack of institutional engagement outside of their
department. As one graduate student instructor reflected, “I am fairly isolated in my
graduate corner of the world. I don’t interact with the broader campus community
except in which students walk through my door. So I didn’t know much about the
program before.” In contrast, other instructors expressed their curiosity to get to know
and support their campus’ at-promise students to their department chair and they
connected the instructor with the faculty coordinator to learn more about the program.
As one instructor recounted when asked how they got connected to the program,
How do I—what a why—what can I do to reach out to these students? So I kind
of mentions that to my department chair so he kind of—I think he kind of
strategically placed me in contact with [faculty coordinator’s name] who is the
director here at [specific NU campus] of this. So from there it was sort of off to
the races.
This instructor’s comments are telling because, though they took initiative to learn more
about their campus’ at-promise students, their knowledge about TSLC and its structure
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were minimal. Once instructors were assigned to teach a TSLC course, however,
faculty coordinators were able to help promote validating teaching practices.
Faculty coordinators supported validating teaching practices in a variety of ways.
I will explore how they did so in six sub-sections: getting to know students collectively
and individually, understanding students to maximize teaching, connect instructors
across students’ ecologies, smooth mesolevel relationships, faculty coordinators are
faculty, and connecting instructors to students’ and campus ecologies.
Getting to know students collectively and individually. This section explores
how faculty coordinators structured supports and encouraged practices that helped
instructors get to know their students. Instructors report engaging in these practices
impacted the dynamics of their TSLC classes and helped connect them to students.
After being assigned to teach a TSLC course but before entering the classroom,
faculty coordinators interacted with each instructor—and with some, even several
times—either initially in a one-on-one and/or in a half-day training the week before the
semester began. These meetings provided faculty coordinators an opportunity to help
instructors understand who TSLC students were, what the program’s aims were, and
how they could maximize the strengths TSLC students brought with them to
classrooms. Some instructors, as noted above, were unfamiliar with TSLC and the
initial meeting provided an opportunity to contextualize the program, its mission, and the
program’s expectations for instructors. For others, however, the initial meeting allowed
faculty coordinators to correct misconceptions about the program or its students they
had picked up on their own or were told by others, including department chairs. One
instructors’ reflection about their entry into teaching TSLC courses is illuminative.
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I had no idea what it was initially. My department had told me it was an honors
class, so I prepared it like it was an honors class, in terms of you're going to
come in having read this material and I'm going to challenge the hell out of you
with research, and read books, and do all this stuff, and thank God I met with
[faculty coordinator] probably three weeks before the class started and [they]
said, well, that's not entirely accurate, in the sense that these kids have not
tested indicative of honors. They're not in the honors college. I was like, what?
Then when [they] told me about them of course I was terrified at first because I
was like, I don't have shit prepared for these students. It's a totally different
ballgame of just the knowledge base and the skill set they come with. It has to
be. When you're a first-year college student you don’t know what you need. You
only hope you got what you needed in high school and that's just not going to be
the case. So the first semester was terrifying. I enjoyed it.
This instructor initially had no idea what TSLC was or who its students were. When
they were assigned a TSLC course, their department chair misidentified the program’s
purpose and the students’ academic preparation. In their discussion with the faculty
coordinator, they were able to understand the students’ backgrounds and what
challenges they could expect the students to have. They go on to talk about how
having prepared for a specific set of students complicated their adjustment to TSLC
because they had already prepared materials to support the students they had thought
they were going to teach. By working with the faculty coordinator, they were able to
adjust their expectations for the course and adjust their expectations. The same
instructor, after talking about a personal issue which kept them out of the classroom for
a personal reason, reflected on what knowing the students did for their experience in
teaching the course. They went on to say:
Then once I learned who they were, I have an awful lot in common with a lot of
these students. It's been really rewarding because everything I try to do as an
educator, that class, more than any, I get to see if it works, so it's been really
cool.
By understanding who the students were, they were able to enjoy teaching the course
and viewed it as a rewarding experience.
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Drawing the focus on who TSLC students are and their experiences was a
regular part of how faculty coordinators helped connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological
validation. One faculty coordinator, reflecting on how TSLC supports student success,
discussed the importance of helping instructors engage students in validating ways.
They say, “if they can get engaged in what they're doing, and the faculty can help them
with that I just think that's the first step to academic success is engagement, and what
you're learning.” The faculty coordinator made this statement immediately after
discussing the way in which grades are and are not the main focus in TSLC. They
explain, “it’s not all about the best grades for Thompson Scholars. I think, I would hope
if Thompson Scholars get better grades it’s because they’re performing better because
of the kind of environment that they’re in.” TSLC did focus on student grades, but not in
a way that promoted competition. Students had to maintain a minimum 2.0 GPA to
remain in good standing in the program and every TSLC student had to engage in what
is called a ‘mid-semester grade check’ where students had to meet with all of their
instructors—for both TSLC and non-TSLC courses—to have the instructor fill out a form
indicating their current performance. Students would then meet with their advisors to
discuss their current academic performance and make plans to address any concerns
or to receive praise for a job well done. Though nominally about grades, one of the
main purposes of the mid-semester grade checks was to get students and instructors to
engage over student learning and performance.
Faculty coordinators advocated practices that helped instructors to get to know
their students personally as well. Instructors were encouraged to meet with all their
TSLC students individually or in small groups at the beginning of the semester so
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students and instructors could get to know one another interpersonally. The program
printed forms which they distributed to instructors that had questions they could ask
students about their backgrounds and academic or career ambitions and which they
could keep for reference. In their first meeting with instructors, faculty coordinators
would present instructors with a document outlining the program’s expectations for their
instructors. Central to this form was the importance of getting to know students. In
discussing their typical first meeting with instructors, one faculty coordinator said:
I've got a one-page sheet—maybe you've seen it; it's called Teaching in TSLC—
that has some expectations of faculty like within the first few weeks of class
having every student come to your office, and get to know you, and talk with you
personally outside of class. So that the student, you break the ice. The student
is comfortable with you. You can express your concern to serve him or her well
as your student. And so that the student feels more comfortable speaking in
class.
Though ostensibly to support students in TSLC courses, instructors reflected on how
those initial meetings changed their classroom dynamic. One instructor explained,
“Once I did that, I kind of asked—learn their names, ask what's going on in the
beginning. How is the semester going? That was one strategy and that worked pretty
quickly.” They go on to explain that by engaging the students directly in these
meetings—"So how do you like class? What are some challenges?”—their interactions
with the students changed. They say,
They really lit up once I ask that and they said, "Well, I'm kind of struggling here."
Well, let's talk about that. So we have these conversations and once I did that in
the early part of the semester, almost the next session they were that's the whole
dynamic, it changed.
The sentiment shared by this instructor was emblematic of other instructors’
experiences: engaging in the validating practice of getting to know students improved
classroom dynamics. Meeting with students early in the semester had several
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implications for this instructor. First, the instructor was in a new context—working with
all at-promise students—and needed to learn how to engage students successfully in
this context. Meeting with the students provided the context for them to learn how to
navigate their classroom dynamic. Second, the initial meeting which was interpersonal
in nature—“learn their names, ask what’s going on”—provided a context wherein
students shared academic related issues, which allowed this instructor to engage them
directly. Third, by engaging students in validating ways—here primarily interpersonally
validating ways—their experience of students in the classroom changed for the better.
By meeting with students early in the semester, instructors were able to establish
validating relationships with students that impacted the way they taught their course
throughout the semester. One instructor reflected on the impact their initial meetings
with students had for their course, specifically because “the relationships that we
establish” was a means of taking “an interest in who they are, and the fact that we know
that they may be struggling.” They go on to explain:
I try to reach those students, the students that are struggling, the students that
are kind of the great writers, and just everyone in between. So I think just getting
to know them. And the TSLC, making an effort to really connect the students. I
mean, you know the activities that they have to do every week, the meetings, the
study groups, that sort of thing. They keep them busy, but they really encourage
relationships, and I think that’s a big thing is just encouraging those relationships,
not only between the students, but also with the faculty and staff.
This instructor recognizes that getting to know students is important for the way they
teach their course, and that this is not just an expectation the program has for
instructors, but a key goal of the program over all: connect instructors with students.
Note the way this instructor moves between talking about interpersonally validating
interactions and academically validating interactions. For this instructor, they were able
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to leverage validating interactions with students to connect with those students who
might not feel comfortable or successful in their class. By engaging in interpersonally
validating practices—getting to know them—they were able to “take an interest in who
they are, and the fact that we know that they may be struggling.” The relationship was
not only unidirectional, the instructor was able to connect with struggling students in a
personal way that shows current struggles do not need to control one’s academic
success—they said, “I was a horrible writer.” The interpersonal interaction also
provides a context to academically validate those students who were doing well, they
say, “So I try to reach those students, the students that are struggling, the students that
are kind of the great writers, and just everyone in between.” Getting to know the
students allowed the instructor to both praise and help students who needed help or
deserved praise—the meeting was not just corrective.
Engagement with students also allowed instructors to learn about non-academic
related issues that helped them work with students. In discussing the impact of creating
relationships with TSLC students through early-semester meetings and how that
experience differed from other courses they taught, one instructor said:
For some students at least when you talk to them individually it may increase
their attachment to the class, to the professor, or they may be more comfortable
to bringing up some of their concerns. Because in those meetings I also ask
them is there anything that you think can be an obstacle for you in getting—in
your success in this class. They sometimes bring up some of their private issues
if they have a family problem. For example, one of my students had his
grandfather in jail because of an immigration issue. He was not criminal to her. I
mean for the crimes that we are used to at least. And so when, for example, she
had the problem at certain point in class it was easier for me to access her and to
check. I knew about there was some private—not private, but personal concerns
and obstacles. So that’s—but for my regular classes I learned them but since I
don’t know their names and they connect just from the class interaction. But I
don’t know lots of things about their personal lives.
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For this instructor, getting to know students provided opportunities to learn about nonacademic issues that impacted both their and the students’ experiences in the
classroom. By learning about the student’s personal life, the instructor was able to
contextualize the student’s in-class behavior. In contrast, the instructor discusses how
they knew their non-TSLC students have similar life circumstances interfering with their
academic performance but, because they were not required to engaged in the same
validating practices within those courses, they did not have access to the same degree
of relevant personal information. This instructor knew the benefit of engaging in the
validating practice of inviting students to their office hours at the beginning of the
semester and believed that doing so would impact the way they could relate to students,
but they did not do it in their non-TSLC course. The difference is that faculty
coordinators, and TSLC in general, prioritize getting to know students as a means of
helping them succeed. The faculty coordinator has helped this instructor engage in
validating practices within their TSLC courses, but the lack of support surrounding their
other courses appears to impact their ability or willingness to engage in practices they
know are impactful.
Part of the reason instructors are willing to invest in validating practices for their
TSLC courses that they do not engage in within their other courses is that faculty
coordinators help instructors understand the way their actions promote student success.
Faculty coordinators are clear with instructors that the program was not designed to be
‘easy’ for the students, but to recognize the unique needs, obstacles, and potential of atpromise students and to engage them in way to meet their needs while helping them
access their potential. Faculty coordinators contextualized that support primarily as
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instructor–student engagement. In discussing the programs’ general approach to
students, one faculty coordinator discussed helping the students take responsibility for
themselves primarily by engaging with their instructors.
Sometimes you need to shake up nice a little bit, not that you want nice to
become mean. But just become your own advocate a little bit more. Sometimes
they're [TSLC students] a little too passive, and we need to transition them into
active students I think. Actively advocating for their own benefit. I don't mean
getting things; I just mean not being shrinking violets, and just going out and
asking for things that you might or might not get.
They continue:
Go to the instructor's office and see; we'd like you to become just a little more
outgoing, and engaged. So they're cross section ability, they're nice kids; I think
they're not all—most of them have some financial need, special circumstance.
Whether it's like [student’s name] family, they all have—I think they have a
[disease] gene. In fact they're being—I went to [instructor’s name] speech class
and [student] happened to be up that day, and I just—I didn't know this. Here's
my family, and it's all normal, and all of a sudden the speech has switched tones.
There's my brother, and he's had [terminal disease], and he had a [sever
condition]. My mom has [the same disease] too, and we're part of a [national
study about this disease] for this gene.
For this faculty coordinator, helping students learn how to interact with their instructors
was part of their training to be successful. They expect both instructors and students
would proactively invest in their relationship. For the faculty coordinator, when students
engage instructors and instructors respond, it provided opportunity for students to
receive validating messages in class that promote authentic engagement within the
course. In this quote, the example is a student sharing personal information in an inclass speech. This specific student was able to be vulnerable in their class, which
allowed the instructor to understand more about the student’s background and factors
influencing their life, including their academic life.
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Faculty coordinators began this process in their first meeting with instructors. As
one instructor—an adjunct who felt out of place and unwelcome in their own
department—explained, the faculty coordinator helped them understand their work in
TSLC was conditional on understanding and caring for TSLC’s at-promise students.
I went through and interviewed with [the faculty coordinator] and then as I walked
through all the different rooms at [TSLC’s offices on that campus], all of these
were my former students. They sort of looked around and said you'll do. [They]
said if you are connected to this demographic, this mindset of this particular
group of young people, you're in. You get it.
This instructor’s ability to connect with the students communicated to them that they
were capable of engaging in meaningful work within TSLC. This particular instructor
taught high school before becoming adjunct at their NU campus and the opportunity to
work with students who they had supported before—“these were my former students”—
helped them feel accepted for their position—“you’ll do” and “you get it.”
An important part of the faculty coordinator’s presentation of working with atpromise students was not just that they had special needs, but also had real potential.
TSLC students were not less capable but had challenges which needed to be
understood by instructors if those instructors were going to help them be successful—
the “you get it” of the previous instructor. Other instructors understood this dynamic.
When you see that, it’s just kind of remarkable that they’ve found a way to give
these students kind of a rope. And that’s all they need. They don’t need more
than what the program is giving them, because they’ve bring so much to it. The
program really, it seems like it gives them kind of a shelter at times from just too
much, if there’s too much going on outside of the program. Because a lot of their
working as well to help their family. Not even just for themselves, but they’re still
taking care of siblings and stuff.
Though not in direct reference to their experience in the classroom, this instructor wass
able to understand how students’ out-of-class circumstances require support—“rope.”
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By understanding what TSLC students were facing, they perceived the support offered
within TSLC did not diminish students’ responsibilities or capacities, but helped students
obtain to their potential.
Understanding students to maximize teaching. This section explores the
ways in which faculty coordinators worked with instructors and their departments to help
them understand who TSLC students were to and develop asset-based approaches in
relating to them. In doing so, faculty coordinators were able to help instructors adopt
pedagogical approaches which leveraged TSLC student strengths.
Faculty coordinators’ focus on students was not merely to help instructors
understand the backgrounds and circumstances students were facing, but to help
instructors learn how to leverage at-promise students’ characteristics to support
validating and effective teaching environments. Faculty coordinators used various
techniques to help instructors understand at-promise students and to reflect, individually
and collectively, on how to leverage TSLC students’ characteristics in the classroom.
One instructor discusses how the initial half-day orientation helped them understand
TSLC students and how it impacted the way they approached teaching them.
It was really nice to learn about who are the students exactly. I guess one
preconceived idea I had is that they were just low-income students. That was
something I'd heard. It was good to hear that that's not necessarily the case, that
there's a lot of factors that go into it. So I thought that was important to me to
know that I wasn't going in with—I guess I was a low income student, so I don't
know that would have been a negative stereotype, but it is a stereotype. So I
was—thought the orientation was really good as far as learning who are the
students, what might you expect as far as the culture they're created, and how
that translates into the classroom. I think [faculty coordinator] did a really good
job of helping prime or helping understand my students a little bit better in that
sense.
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They go on to discuss how the faculty coordinator helped them understand that TSLC
students were really good at group work and that they did not need to spend time
developing that culture in their class and that “It helped me realize, ‘Okay, there's
probably different things I need to focus on in my class.’" They go on:
So it shifted my focus on not having to so much concentrate on building that type
of community in my classroom, but getting to focus more on—what I've been
doing is focusing more on the students who are struggling in some aspect,
whether or not it's because they weren't quite as prepared as other students, or
just haven't been in a [discipline] class in two and half years, or a year and a half,
which happens sometimes. So that's been nice as far as not having to focus so
much on the whole classroom culture, but being able to focus on individual
students more.
Though the last part of this passage is where the instructor discusses how
understanding TSLC students helped them adapt the way they approached teaching
their TSLC-class, I present the entirety of the passage because it is in the beginning
portions where the instructor specifically talks about the factors that influenced that
adaptation. This instructor, like others, had had misconceptions about the TSLC
program and its students before they entered. They rightly understood that TSLC
students were ‘low-income,’ but had a “stereotype” of what that would mean for the
students. The documentation and discussion about at-promise students which the
faculty coordinator led helped them identify this stereotype before entering their TSLC
classroom. This discussion, however, was not merely about who TSLC students were,
but what they were like in the classroom. The faculty coordinator drew specific attention
to specific characteristics of TSLC students and helped the instructor understand how
they could adapt their teaching practices to leverage these characteristics. The specific
example given above is that TSLC students were willing to engage in class right away
and work in groups. The instructor goes on to discuss how they were able to
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incorporate the faculty coordinator’s recommendations in a way that allowed them to
focus on helping students who were struggling in class. The faculty coordinator’s work
of helping this instructor understand who at-promise students were, what characteristics
they bring to the classroom, and how the instructor could leverage those characteristics,
meant the students were able to receive more individualized support.
Faculty coordinators used their mesolevel connections, within TSLC and across
campus, to try to help clarity who TSLC students were to help mitigate against
misconceptions like those above. When asked about how TSLC students were
perceived on campus, one faculty coordinator said:
All I know is what I hear indirectly from—a lot of it through the staff. Yes, some—
I have a small sub-group of faculty, but I think at first on campus they were
viewed almost like honor students. I think we've altered that perception that.
This passage partly illustrates the collaborate, ecological approach faculty coordinators
take to TSLC. Note the way the staff helps link knowing students and working as a
team to accomplish TSLC’s objectives. The program director who works on the same
campus helps contextualize this approach.
I stay very close to the student experience, because I think as we grow over time,
and students change, and trends change, that if I or whoever runs the program is
not close to that experience, I don't know that it would be the same. I think also
the fact that the team buys into that vision is really important, not just my vision,
but that we're all together working on the same page towards those goals.
For this program director, the work of TSLC cannot take place properly if they—that is
they themselves and the others in the program, i.e., the faculty coordinator and
advisors—did not know the students or recognize the way their group was changing
over time. Though faculty coordinators taught within their own TSLC program as well,
they did not rely on their own experience only to understand who students were.
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Instead, they engaged on the micro- (with instructors) and mesolevel (with TSLC staff
and others on campus) to understand their students and support instructors.
Faculty coordinators also used their knowledge of TSLC students to build
classroom spaces that help them succeed. I have already discussed how faculty
coordinators work with instructors to help them understand who TSLC students were
and how they could leverage those characteristics in the classroom, but the faculty
coordinator role began before that, it began in constructing intentional classroom
spaces before meeting with instructors. In this quote, note the way one faculty
coordinator discusses their thought process in selecting which Biology TSLC should
offer.
So we feel like our students who come in, they're not going to be the son or
daughter of a physician where they've been tutored since they were little kids on
what they're going to need to do and what they're going to need to learn.
Just because TSLC students were at-promise students—many of whom are firstgeneration or come from low-income backgrounds—did not mean they are not
ambitious. Knowing this, this faculty coordinator was able to work with the Biology
department to design a course to help these students meet their academic goals.
Specifically, the faculty coordinator identified students who have ambitions that would
be served by taking a more advanced biology class, worked with the department to offer
that class, and worked with the instructor to make sure they understood both the
students’ ambitions and their backgrounds so they could provide a class to help them
meet their goals. By knowing their students and intentional cultivating a context that
promotes their success, these students were able to work with “one of their very best
faculty” and even were able to engage in in “research” with some of the students.
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Connecting instructors across students’ mesolevels. This section explores
how faculty coordinators used their various meetings with instructors to help connect
them to TSLC students’ other mesolevel agents. These meetings helped new
instructors settle, allowed instructors to receive tailored support from other TSLC
instructors, and provided developmental opportunities for instructors to improve their
practice.
Beyond the initial one-on-one meeting that faculty coordinators had with each
instructor before they teach their first TSLC course, the primary contexts in which faculty
coordinators interact with instructors were in the half-day pre-semester training, the two
semester meetings, and in conjunction with a one-time-per-semester classroom visit.
Each meeting type provided an important touchpoint for instructors with faculty
coordinators, TSLC staff, and one another. In the initial half-day training, instructors
were provided with the annual Faculty Guide which was produced by that campus’
faculty coordinator, though the sections headings and some content is shared across
the campuses. The document provided an overview of the entire TSLC program and
address the who, what, when, where, why, and how of TSLC. The Table of Contents of
one campus’ Faculty Guide 2014-2015 is illustrative.
[Campus specific TSLC] & History
Expectations for Scholars
About the Students
Academic Achievements and Retention AY 2014-5
Promoting Student Retention & Success
Teaching a Learning Community Class
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Learning Communities at [specific NU campus]
First-Generation College Students
Resources that Support your Teaching
University Student Services
UCARE
[Specific NU campus] Syllabus Policy
ACE Courses
Academic Integrity
Helping your Students be Better Readers
Designing a Writing Assignment
Student Stress Clock Important Dates for [Campus specific TSLC]
Note the way that after introducing the TSLC program, the first eight items of this
document are designed to help instructors understand who the students were, what
they were expected to do as part of the program, and resources to promote effective
teaching.
Several instructors discuss how this document supported their instruction of
TSLC students by better helping them understand TSLC students. One instructor talks
about this document and their initial interactions with the faculty coordinator as helping
them prepare “for the mission” of teaching in TSLC.
When I first was asked and I had a meeting with [faculty coordinator] and he
explained to me the program, gave me some documents that explains the
program like some sample syllabi and some expectations, the types of courses
and that kind of thing. He also mentioned to me that you also have a good
faculty group since we are trying to stick with people who gives more attention to
the teaching and so forth. So they’re kind of preparing you for the mission. So
yeah, I got guidance.
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The sharing of syllabi discussed above was common but not standard practice for
faculty coordinators and happened when an instructor asked for support. Note the way
that this instructor links preparation, quality instructors, and being prepared “for the
mission.” Because of the clear expectations and support offered by the faculty
coordinator, this instructor understood the relationship between validating practice—
“give more attention to the teaching and so forth”—and their role in being a part of “the
mission.”
The half-day training also helped instructors in their role as teachers with the
mission of the program. In reflecting on the role, the initial training played in preparing
them to enter their TSLC course, one instructor said:
I found it extremely useful the first time around. The first time I was a part of the
program I did not know what to expect. I was very falsely under the impression
that these were students with academic issues. All I knew was that these were
special students that get special help and that is the image that I was very falsely
under the impression of. And realizing okay, where are these students coming
form, what are their backgrounds? Academically disadvantaged is not at all what
I would use to describe most of the students that we work with in the [TSLC]
program. They have their own set of struggles that they have overcome to get
where they are, but we don’t help them because of their academic abilities. We
help them because we have a program that is trying to make a difference in the
world in helping people who don’t have the right mentoring, the right systems in
place at home to succeed at college when they are capable of it already is a
worthwhile investment to put time and effort into.
By linking the program goals and the student population, the faculty coordinator were
able to help this instructor adjusted their expectations of their role in teaching a TSLC
course. Note the movement from an invalidating conceptualization of TSLC students to
a more validating approach to students. For this instructor, it was moving away from
conceiving of TSLC students as “academically disadvantaged” to students who have not
had access to supports traditional students have had but who “are capable of it
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already.” They also express that this movement—from an invalidating to a validating
conceptualization of TSLC’s students—impacted the way they conceive of the value of
their own investment in a positive way—“a worthwhile investment to put time and effort
into.”
Faculty coordinators did not use the half-day training and meetings to monologue
at instructors, but to connect instructors with one another to build connections within the
program and to promote the sharing of experience. The faculty coordinator used space
to help facilitate this collaborative environment by having everyone present sit in
rectangular circle. They themselves sat at one of the seats along with those present.
The approach differed sufficiently from other ‘trainings’ instructors experienced that
some instructors did not even realize they had attended a training.
While I don't know that I'd call it a training, they do give us some good
information and give us some opportunities to talk about how do you feel like
working with first-generation students is different, or working with Thompson
students is different, working with the students who live in the living and learning
communities, what's worked, what hasn't? Those are always my favorite parts of
the faculty meetings 'cause I feel like I always learn something from that. Not
trainings, but discussions. Again, ability to learn from each other a little bit, which
I think is important.
By engaging instructors in “not trainings, but discussions,” faculty coordinators
promoted an environment of reflection geared toward understanding how their teaching
practices impacted, and were impacted by working with, at-promise students. For this
instructor, the half-day training was a chance to “talk about how do you feel like working
with first generation students is different.” The discussion orientation of these trainings
meant that, even for instructors who had, like this instructor, taught in the program
before, instructors found them useful—“’cause I feel like I always learning something
from that.” It is worth reflecting on the fact that these trainings were composed of
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faculty throughout the university, all of whom taught within their own discipline. Despite
the differences in their academic specialization, instructors were able to connect to one
another and contribute to their collective understanding of how best to support TSLC
students.
Instructors on other campuses felt similarly to the one just quoted. The instructor
quoted above who talked about how these trainings helped them see TSLC students as
capable and not “academically disadvantage,” went on to talk about what their
experiences of working with instructors from other disciplines in the during-semester
meetings.
I very much enjoyed listening to other instructors. This is what these students
are like. This is what the advantage—the things you can use in this program to
help make your students better, to make you a better instructor.
Though there were subject based differences which, for this instructor who taught a
STEM course, meant that not everything that was shared in these meetings was directly
applicable, the ability to discuss and understand who TSLC students were meant they
were able to leave those meetings with “things you can use in this program to help
make your students better, to make you a better instructor.”
The meetings also provided experienced instructors an opportunity to share their
insights with newer instructors, especially those of different academic rank.
I feel maybe I can help especially the graduate students who are new to teaching
Thompson Scholars. If I can share some experiences with them or throw in a
tidbit or two of advice to them.
For this experienced TSLC instructor, the meetings provided a different opportunity than
for the previous instructor. They provided them with an opportunity to invest in the
teaching of other TSLC instructors and to improve their instruction.
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The benefit of experienced instructors sharing their knowledge was not lost on
newer instructors. In fact, the contribution of experienced TSLC instructors were
particularly useful for new TSLC instructors, even those who have considerable
teaching experience. One instructor who had previous experience teaching large
courses at a different campus reflected on how hearing senior scholars discuss TSLC
in-class dynamics impacted them.
So the very first thing that everyone sat around the table, the senior scholar, the
senior teacher scholars, said with the sections, basically they all sort of felt the
same way when they first started teaching this. They felt like they were outsiders
and so kind of to expect that and how to overcome it.
This instructor goes on to explain “I appreciated that because I thought this is kind of
strange for me. I implement some the strategies. Basically, it was trying to connect
with them on their terms.” There are several things that are important to notice in this
quote. First, this quote provides insight in the way the faculty coordinator structured the
meeting in order to meet the specific needs of those instructors’ present. Though the
faculty coordinator taught TSLC courses themselves and have been working as
instructors and with TSLC for a considerable amount of time, faculty coordinators
centered instructors’ voices in them meeting. This approach both demonstrated
desirable teaching practices, but it also normalized having difficulty in a TSLC
classroom. The approach is similar to the one TSLC adopts to student issues: they
happen, and we will deal with them.
Second, though new to their NU campus, this instructor considered themselves
to be an experienced instructor. This instructor was inclined to attribute the difficulty
they were experiencing in their TSLC course to their own experience. By being able to
discuss the issue they were facing with experienced TSLC instructors, they were able
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to, third, understand how their issue was not rooted in their own inadequacy as an
instructor, but fourth, relate it to the dynamics of TSLC. By understanding the students
and their experiences within TSLC, this instructor was able to adjust their expectations
for both themselves and their students. By being able to engage with experienced
TSLC instructors over their issues, this instructor was able understand they were not
alone in their experience and to get advice for how they might approach their TSLC
course to better engage their students.
The third type of meeting instructors could have with faculty coordinators
occursed when there was an in-class visit. The faculty coordinator visited all TSLC
courses throughout the semester and each visit has three parts: an initial conversation
about when was a good time to come and what would be taught, the visit, and a debrief
on the visit. These observations provided faculty coordinators with an additional
opportunity to work one-on-one with instructors about connecting with TSLC students
and to allow instructors to identify any issues in their teaching approach they would like
support in developing. One instructor considered their in-class visit as a component of
their training. When asked about how training they received to teach their TSLC
courses, one instructor described both the half-day trainings and all-faculty meetings
and went on to say:
Then having [faculty coordinator] come in, I feel like both of those things are sort
of the extent of the training. I appreciate that because I felt like I had enough of a
baseline to go off of in terms of the framework, but then also I had enough
freedom to be myself within the program and teaching.
In this instructor’s experience, the in-class visit was part of the acclimation process into
TSLC. They received the “baseline to go off of in terms of the framework” to teaching
TSLC students via the half-day training and faculty meetings, and the in-class visit
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contributed to their sense of having “enough freedom to be myself” in their relationship
to the program and their classroom. Another instructor who preferred not to have their
interview recorded provides insight into how faculty coordinators used in-class visits to
encourage ownership of the class while meeting TSLC objectives. I provide here the
notes of the researcher who conducted the interview. They asked the instructor what
happened during the in-class visit. The researcher wrote the following in light of the
instructor’s response:
They talk about the syllabus before the class even starts going. Then after
[faculty coordinator] visits class they discuss how the class went. [The instructor]
thinks it’s helpful. They just use those meetings to make sure students are
responding well.
The in-class visit was not perceived by this instructor to be evaluative. Instead, it was
an additional opportunity to consider how their teaching impacted students and how
students responded to it. To put it another way, in-class visits were not opportunities for
faculty coordinators to check-up on instructors, but to check-in on how students were
experiencing their TSLC courses. By keeping students in focus, faculty coordinators
were able to encourage instructors to take ownership of their classes in ways they felt
they were best equipped to support students.
Smooth mesolevel relationships. In this section I explore how faculty
coordinators worked with departmental and campus leadership to support TSLC’s
students and instructors. Though they did not get the chance to select instructors, they
were able to help departments understand TSLC’s expectations for and the
requirements it placed on instructors, which helped them choose good teachers. As
faculty coordinators’ relationships with leadership developed, the process became
easier and more collaborative.
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Faculty coordinators do not spend the bulk of their time working directly with
instructors but working to support instructors so that instructors can support TSLC
students, often by smoothing instructors’ mesolevel relationships. The relationship
between faculty coordinators’ mesolevel engagements and instructors is most clearly
seen in the way faculty coordinators work with the various academic units to staff their
courses.
As described in the previous section, TSLC did not hire instructors, house them,
or promote/tenure them and instructors who teach TSLC-only courses often left gaps in
their own departments, for which department chairs and the remaining non-TSLC
instructors had to make up. Yet faculty coordinators were confident TSLC gets
excellent instructors. One instructor’s comments illustrate that instructors were aware
that TSLC got good instructors. They say, “but [faculty coordinators] are clearly very
thoughtful about who they want and who they might not want teaching these courses.
And as a result, there's a good kind of comradery and community amongst the faculty.”
This instructor believed TSLC instructors are high quality and deduced they must be
handpicked by the program to have such a wonderful group of instructors.
It is important to point out at this point that TSLC did not build a stable collection
of instructors to teach all of TSLC courses term after term, year after year. As has been
previous established, eight of the 28 instructors interviewed for this study were first-time
TSLC instructors and all instructors only teach one, or at most two, TSLC courses per
year. Many departments actively rotated TSLC teaching responsibilities among all their
instructors. As one faculty coordinator reported, “Chairs often want to try to pass
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around this favor” and goes on later to say, “And I think, as one chair told me, he didn’t
want to create a dynasty with this.”
Faculty coordinators’ work with department chairs helped instructors and
department understand the purpose and expectations of TSLC. The same faculty
coordinator just quoted provided an overview of what the process of working with
department chairs to identify instructors looked like.
Okay, yeah. I think the first thing we do is talk to chairs in the department and try
to ask them who they think would be faculty who would work well with a small
group and who would work well with the population that might need a little extra
support, and just somebody who’s good with students, who is personable,
relatable.
Though faculty coordinators did not select the instructors themselves, they provide
departmental leadership with insight into the program and what characteristics the
program is looking for in instructors. From this conversation, the department chair were
able to understand something of TSLC student—“might need a little extra support”—and
how the faculty coordinator understood the instructor’s role in the course, namely, to
provide validating classroom experiences—"personable, relatable”—and who was
capable of providing a robust academic experience—“paramount in their subject.”
Faculty coordinators helped campus leaders understand that supporting TSLC
was mutually beneficial. One faculty coordinator described the collaborative
relationship between department chairs and TSLC in comparison to other learning
communities.
But overall, the departments that I work with, particularly when it's a vice chair
who's kind of leading those teaching decisions, they're pretty intentional and
they're really thoughtful because they want—this is a really—it's a good thing all
around, the way that it's set up.
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By working with department chairs to understand the program and its students, TSLC
was able to make sure “it’s a good thing all around” for both TSLC and the department.
Faculty coordinators were able to motivate support for TSLC by helping campus
leaders understand the impact of the program. One faculty coordinator reflected on the
way campus feelings towards TSLC evolved over time and the impact it has had on how
TSLC is able to operate on campus and with NU leadership.
I think when we started gathering statistics and we had a record of six sets, and
multiple years, and you could say here's our retention rate, here's our—and now
here's our graduation rates, and as our budget has increased people have begun
to pay attention to what we're doing on campus. At first I think the program too
was under the radar. [A tangential conversation about a K-12 program]… I think
the administration started taking notice of us and worked together with us a little
better in partnering. Rather than just overseeing, I think actually working with us
to try to get the needs that we've met.
The process was gradual and feelings about the program evolved over time, but by
communicating back to campus leaders how the program was impacting students,
faculty coordinators were able to increase the profile of the program and to gain support
from high level campus leaders. As the relationship developed, campus leaders began
“partnering,” not just “overseeing,” TSLC.
Faculty coordinators understood that navigating and advocating at the mesolevel
was one of their key responsibilities in their work to support TSLC. One faculty
coordinator explains the centrality of advocacy to their role and how they understood
their role as advocate.
But you're always an advocate. It just shifts who you're advocating for. So, at
base, you're always advocating for students, obviously. But in certain contexts,
you're advocating for the faculty. You are protecting their time and energy to do
the work they need to do with the students. You're kind of trying to protect them
from noise so they can really do that. You're trying to clear the way so they can
do the work that they're really good at.
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This passage highlights how faculty coordinators understood the interconnected
relationship between the program, students, and instructors. For this faculty
coordinator, advocating for students also necessitated advocating for the program and
instructors. Particularly illuminating is the way in which this faculty coordinator
understood how “protecting [instructors] time and energy” impacts students, namely, it
allows instructors freedom from “noise” so they can provide meaningful support to
students.
What is particularly interesting is the way in which instructors were not fully
aware of the impact faculty coordinators had on their experiences in teaching TSLC.
When asked what the faculty coordinator role entailed, several instructors reported
similarly to one who said, “That’s hard. I know [they have] a lot to do. I don’t know all
the specifics.” As much of the faculty coordinator role was at the instructors mesolevel,
they remained largely unaware of what it entailed—even when they, like the instructor
quoted, had taught in the program for multiple years.
Faculty coordinators advocacy for instructors impacted the way they interacted
with instructors. Faculty coordinators removed bureaucratic barriers that could
negatively impact instructors’ experiences in several ways. First, faculty coordinators
were intentional about not adding additional time burdens on instructors. One example
comes from a faculty coordinator who discussed a time they called a meeting to
address a program wide problem because they knew it was an issue impacting all TSLC
instructors. In describing the situation, they said, “So we had a kind of a meeting of the
whole on, passed out some material to give to students or maybe to work into your
syllabus. But I just don't like extra meetings.”
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Second, faculty coordinators leveraged instructors’ mesolevel to cut out
unnecessary bureaucratic red tape. A prime example of this is that, though they were
responsible for instructors and function as their primary point person, faculty
coordinators encouraged instructors to share relevant information with whomever they
feel most comfortable within TSLC. Likewise, if an instructor addressed something to
them that was really something someone else should answer or address, the faculty
coordinator simply shared that information forward. The reflections of one instructor
illustrate the impact of this approach. When asked about their relationship with the
faculty coordinator, they said:
One thing that I think TSLC does well is it doesn’t seem to have unnecessary
administrators. And I find on other aspects maybe there are people who, it’s just
too many [Laughter] administrators. But I’ve never felt that. I’ve never felt any
frustrations with bureaucracy of TSLC.
The third way in which faculty coordinators protected instructors time was by
interacting with instructors in person more at the beginning of a semester and remaining
in close contact via email as the semester progressed. Instructors regularly reported
that they did not have frequent interactions with faculty coordinators but felt supported
by them.
I don’t really see [faculty coordinator] a lot, just during the meetings here. But
mainly it’s email communication. If I’m not here during a meeting because I’m
teaching or something, I will email [them] updates of what’s going on with my
students so they’re up to date. But there’s been times where I’ve had a couple
students that were a little, who were struggling, or they just had some personal
problems where they stopped showing up. And I would just contact, shoot an
email to [faculty coordinator].
By offering the most support when instructors were beginning the semester and backing
off once the semester got going, faculty coordinators provided space for instructors to
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focus on students. The reflections of another instructor about their interaction with their
faculty coordinator illustrates the effectiveness of this approach.
You know, I don't see [them] a lot, don't talk to [them] a lot, [They’re] always been
very encouraging and open. If there is—I had a grant idea for both [faculty
coordinator] and [program director] that I proposed to them just to—and they
seemed very willing and open to hear things.
Though their interactions with the faculty coordinator were infrequent, both of these
instructors were able to engage faculty coordinators with meaningful TSLC related
work—one about students directly and the other about a grant idea.
Despite not knowing the specifics of the faculty coordinator role, the advocacy
and student-centric approach of faculty coordinators impacted how instructors
experienced the program. The following quote from an adjunct instructor who was
asked about how they felt their faculty coordinator supported them is helpful in
understanding the nature of this trust.
Maybe I'm poisoned from being adjunct for so long, but there [a specific TSLC
program] it feels real. That's the—authenticity I guess is the major difference. I
do think that [specific NU campus] as a whole cares for its students and its
faculty. I think it's such a big thing that it can feel like it doesn't. But I've certainly
always felt love from my department, from—the other faculty are fantastic. But I
don't know. I just—whenever I get an email from the university president,
administrators I don’t trust them. Maybe I should, but I feel like they don't really
like what—I or the average student means very little to them. But with TSLC you
certainly feel like…
This instructor both felt connected and alienated from their specific NU campus at the
same time. They describe feeing supported in their own department but express
skepticism about the motives of campus and NU leadership. They set their trust for
TSLC in contrast to both their positive feelings towards their department and their
negative feelings about NU and campus leadership. They say TSLC’s messaging and
support “feels real.” Though the transcript is ambiguous at the end of this quote, the
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sentiment expressed is that they feel like they matter to their faculty coordinator and in
the program—“I or the average student means very little to them. But with TSLC you
feel like…” For this adjunct instructor, the mediating relationship played by their faculty
coordinator positively impacted their experience with the program.
Faculty coordinators are faculty. This section explores the ways in which,
faculty themselves, faculty coordinators were able to support instructors pedagogically
as well as professionally. Instructors frequently utilized faculty coordinators as
resources for teaching, solving classroom issue, and balancing professional
responsibilities.
Faculty coordinators are NU faculty.2 Like the peers whom they oversaw, faculty
coordinators were hired by a specific department, were accountable to it, and were
promoted/tenured by it. In the structure of their role, they were faculty leaders who have
had 50% of their time bought out by TSLC.
Like their peers, faculty coordinators had to balance their time and effort across
their responsibilities. And, also like their peers, faculty coordinators had other
responsibilities that often conflict with their teaching, even when those activities were in
service of their teaching. As one faculty coordinator reflected, "But I also have a lot of
other administrative duties related to teaching. And so that fills, that probably more than
fills that 25%. But we all, everyone does that.”

2

Not all TSLC instructors are faculty, as some are adjunct instructors, lecturers, or graduate
students. I use ‘faculty’ in relationship to faculty coordinators in this section to highlight their status within
the university.
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As faculty (three of the faculty coordinators were tenure track and one was a
professor of practice), faculty coordinators had to navigate the same campus policies
and structures as did the rest of TSLC’s instructors both in the service of their
responsibilities as well as their career. Part of what they had to balance was trying to
navigate how their work in TSLC contributed, or did not, to their own professional
ambitions.
As faculty, faculty coordinators were able to provide tangible support for
instructors going up for promotion, both in supporting their teaching and in writing letters
on their behalf. One instructor reflected on the way the support they received from
faculty coordinators impacted their experiences when going up for tenure.
I interacted with [them] more in my first year to get into the idea of campus
specific name for TSLC]. [They were] teaching in the [campus specific name for
TSLC] section and [they] made [themself] available whenever I needed help. I
also requested [their] letters for – I got my tenure this year, but for that I needed
support letters from my teaching. So [they were] always – [they] always provided
[their] support. [They were] very supportive of the faculty, I guess.
Note the way this instructor associated the faculty coordinator’s accessibility, demeanor,
and tangible support of their teaching with their support when they went up for tenure.
Because faculty coordinators were themselves faculty, instructors felt they could
approach them for support with their own teaching—a subject I will explore a little later.
Because faculty coordinators were faculty, they were able to offer not just practical
teaching support, but also navigational support as instructors sought promotion. This
combination of support helped instructors align their personal and professional goals—
something I will also explore later.
Being faculty also impacted the way faculty coordinators were able to navigate
instructors’ mesolevel to support and advocate both for the program and its instructors.
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In reflecting on the contribution they could make across the university, one faculty
coordinator said:
In a way that I think this role—I am faculty. I am—I can do that work differently.
And so thinking about how that—what that means on this campus and it's—it's a
really important piece that's hard to—unless you're looking for it, you might miss.
As faculty, this faculty coordinator felt they had access and impact in their advocacy for
the program. As faculty coordinators were faculty, they were able to work within their
own campus’ conceptualizations of staff and faculty for the advantage of the program,
its students, and its instructors—recall the previous quote about advocating for
instructors’ time, “But in certain contexts, you're advocating for the faculty. You are
protecting their time and energy to do the work they need to do with the students.” This
faculty coordinator’s concepts appear to be mirrored by the leaders on their campus as
this faculty coordinator was invited to the director meetings held by campus leadership.
Being faculty appears to have provided navigational capital which faculty coordinators
could use to support the various components of TSLC, including instructors.
Faculty coordinators did not use their insight and navigational capital as faculty
within the university just to advocate for instructors to those outside the program, they
allowed their insights and privileged status as faculty to guide their work with TSLC’s
instructors. One clear example of how faculty coordinators used their insights as
instructors to support their instructors directly was in how they decided to infringe on
instructors’ time. In discussing how they work with instructors who teach second year
TSLC courses, one faculty coordinator discussed how their concern for instructors’ time
influenced the way they made decisions about a specific meeting. They explain, “we
started off having the same kind of meetings with the sophomores, but it was wasted
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time, a lot of it, for the faculty because we go around.” This quote comes from a context
in which the faculty coordinator describes the process they went through in learning how
to create a meeting to support second year TSLC students. This faculty coordinator
used their mid-semester meetings to discuss students by name so instructors, staff, and
faculty coordinator could learn about issues facing students so the program could offer
proactive support. Second year TSLC students tended not to come up in the
conversation, so the faculty coordinators decided to try a variation with second year
instructors to try to find an appropriate analog that achieved a similar outcome. The
approach described in this quote was their first attempt at such a meeting. Note the
overall evaluation the faculty coordinator used to determine the effectiveness of the
meeting: “but it was wasted time.” The content of the meeting was essential to how
TSLC supports its students but being effective to support students was not a sufficient
criterion to stick with this meeting structure. Instead, the meeting had to both meet
TSLC needs and be a good use of instructor time. In the end, this faculty coordinator
designed a different meeting strategy specifically for instructors’ who taught second
year courses that allowed the program to meet their objectives, but also respected
instructors’ time.
The fact that faculty coordinators were faculty was also important for how
instructors perceived and relied on faculty coordinators. For some instructors, knowing
that the faculty coordinator was a respected faculty member impacted their initial
posture towards the program.
[The faculty coordinator] came over and chatted with me. Then I said sure, and
then I had to ask [them] what the heck [they were] talking about. Usually when
it's a colleague that you know and respect and trust, if they ask you, I will say
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most always you say yes and then you go, "Okay, give me a little more
background on this."
Since the faculty coordinator was “a colleague that you know and respect and trust,” this
instructor was willing to agree to teach within the program even before they knew what
the program was.
For other instructors, the faculty coordinators’ status as faculty impacted their
willingness to ask for and received support from the faculty coordinator. This was
especially true for a newer instructor at one of the campuses. One such instructor said:
I really appreciate [faculty coordinator]’s leadership in that actually because then
I can kind of sit and faculty kind of share different experiences and what they're
trying to do to reach out to the students; the different types of programming that
they are thinking through and sort of strategizing about how to draw students into
active learning scenarios here or having these types of programming sessions or
events there that reinforce these moments. So I cannot just learn about what's
working in other contexts, but I can start—I can actively be thinking about, well,
what can I do to create these moments for my students and myself. So having
that kind of exchange is really helpful, but also having [faculty coordinator] and
other members of the Thompson scholars group kind of come in—like [faculty
coordinator] came into my class and kind of observed it. We talked about it and
just having sort of [their] presence there and [their] guidance in that way is also
really useful because then I can draw, not just as a senior faculty, but kind of just
have a conversation about that and get [their] take on what's going on.
As a newer member of the campus, this instructor felt they could rely on the faculty
coordinators leadership in both mid-semester meetings—note the way they say, “talk as
a faculty” and immediately discuss their appreciation of the faculty coordinator’s
leadership—and in the in-class visit. Because the faculty coordinator was a faculty
member, they were able to approach the in-class visit as an opportunity to engage a
peer to improve their own practice.
The previous quote is also illuminative because of the way the instructor links the
faculty coordinator’s faculty status and their own wrestling with how best to work with at-
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promise students. As instructors themselves, this faculty coordinator was able to help
this instructor to augment their conceptualization of their campus’ students from an
invalidating to a validating one.
What I originally thought was I have 24, 25 students who really need a platform
to have a—not a safe space, I don't mean that, but have a place where they can
take risks, screw up royally, but still bail themselves out intellectually if I partner
with them. I thought there's 24 students, and I know a lot of them are very
intimidated and feel like they don’t belong here. What I failed to recognize is
when I have a class of 250, an awful lot of those students feel the same freakin'
way. I just don't get to latch onto them and make eye contact enough to realize
that. And that's what I got from [faculty coordinator] as well is we really started to
ask the question, what does a typical college student look like? We may have an
idea that they're entitled, but when there's 250 18-year-olds in a class, none of
them feel like they belong there initially.
By encouraging this instructor to reflect on their experiences and expectation of TSLC
students and non-TSLC students, the faculty coordinator was able to challenge the
invalidating mindset that non-TSLC students were “entitled” to the validating approach
that recognizes that students do not feel like they belong when they first get to college.
Because the two were peers, the process was collaborative—“as well is we really
started to ask the question.”
Instructors frequently referenced teaching advice or support from faculty
coordinators. Sometimes faculty coordinators’ support came by way of helping new
TSLC instructors to prepare and adjust their expiations for their first TSLC class
session.
I had a sense of it from the syllabi. [The faculty coordinator] had shown me kind
of how [they] had run [their] classes, and I kind of found a rhythm to where at first
you kind of go into that first class just making sure that you have too much to do
and teach and things for the students to do.
Note the casual way this instructor references receiving a sample syllabus from the
faculty coordinator and the advice they shared about how they run their own classes.
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This type of practical teaching advice helped this instructor find “a rhythm” for their
course class session.
At other times, faculty coordinators served as sounding board for instructors as
they consider how they might approach teaching their TSLC courses.
If you write your story and you allow someone to read it, or you read it aloud,
those are all things that help you develop as a writer. And it also connects you
with them. So another strategy that I think I’ve done over the years is a personal
strategy, which I’ve talked to [faculty coordinator] about, is—so I try to have fun in
the classroom for me.
There are two things to observe in this quote. First, note the casual way this instructor
references talking to their faculty coordinator about “a personal strategy” that they
brought into their TSLC course. Because the instructor considered the faculty
coordinator a peer because they were faculty, they could bounce pedagogical ideas of
the faculty coordinator. Second and perhaps more importantly, the strategy about
which this instructor spoke with the faculty coordinator was validating in its approach.
This instructor was working to reduce the competition in the classroom and distance
students experience from their instructor. Because faculty coordinators were faculty,
instructors seek out their advice and input on how to teach their TSLC courses,
providing faculty coordinators with additional opportunities to promote validating
teaching practices that support TSLC’s at-promise students.
Connecting instructors to students' and campus ecologies. This section
explores how faculty coordinators connected instructors to resources within and outside
of TSLC that supported their teaching. Faculty coordinators worked with campus,
departmental, and program-based resources to help solve student issues. Faculty
coordinators proactively connected instructors to some of these resources and would
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also connect them ad hoc as issues arose, allowing instructors to focus on students and
their needs.
One way faculty coordinators helped connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological
validation was the way in which they connect instructors to TSLC’s students and
campus ecologies. Like their non-TSLC teaching peers, TSLC instructors were housed
in their own academic departments. Two results followed from this. One was that
instructors only worked with students who take their subject. If the instructor taught
major courses, they may interact with the same students multiple times in multiple
courses or when the student came to the department for advising, mentorship, or
support. Most first- and second-year students, however, even if they have declared a
major in that instructor’s department, spend the bulk of their time working on general
elective courses and would only interact with an instructor by chance as all NU
campuses use academic advisors. As already indicated in several previous quotes,
instructors often did not or felt they could not get to know students in their general
elective courses and so instructors may not even know the names of first- or secondyear major students, let alone their backgrounds.
Faculty coordinators proactively interacted with campus-based units to address
various student needs. For example, faculty coordinators worked with residential life to
facilitate the housing of TSLC students who lived on campus—all three programs have
a residential component, but the majority of UNO students do not live on campus. One
faculty coordinator described the way they have worked with a campus-based unit to
help address a need the program identified as important.
One of the pieces, and I'm trying to work on this for next year, is with our
counseling care, they started charging fees after three visits. It used to always

151
be free, and we know we have students with some pretty significant mental
health situations that need more counseling, or maybe need to be referred out in
the community.
This specific TSLC program has identified the importance of counseling and
psychological services for their students as well as how certain campus policies
negatively impact students. In light of this, they proactively worked with CAPS and
campus leadership to find a way to allow TSLC’s at-promise students to have sufficient
access to the services they need.
The relationship TSLC has built with these various departments sometimes
directly impacted the way instructors engaged with students. One instructor’s response
when asked how adopting a validating approach to TSLC impacted their classroom
experiences helps illustrate the way faculty coordinators help connect instructors to
student and campus ecologies.
Instructor:
Well because I can't legally do anything—I'm not certified
clinically—probably the most intense case is when it was happening in real time,
when there was a clear psychological issue that was taking place right in front of
me. I stayed with the student. I stayed in a room with the door closed until I
knew that person was safe and coherent enough to leave with me. I called
CAPS on the way. I took the student to her, his mentor, and pulled the mentor
aside, the TSLC mentor and said we've got an issue. You cannot be hard on this
person right now. You need to figure out how to get them over to CAPS. Then I
was done. So it was—I don't want to get more involved than that because I don't
want the person to be embarrassed later, but I want them to know I'm going to
make sure they're safe.
Researcher: Do you see any challenges when a student does share and
feels vulnerable? How do you negotiate that so they come back to class the next
time and don't feel embarrassed?
Instructor:
I can't say I've ever consciously thought about it. They do
come back which is probably a good thing.
There are several issues I would like to draw attention to from this quote. First, because
this instructor adopted a validating disposition in relationship to TSLC students, they
had established a sufficiently close relationship with this student for the student to feel
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they could share something vulnerable with this instructor. Second, this instructor knew
their own limits in heling a student in a complicated situation and did not feel they had to
either abandon the student because the situation was beyond their skill set nor that they
had to support the student through the entire process. The instructor was able to
contact CAPS directly—if this is because of their own experience with CAPS or the
training materials provided by faculty coordinators in the half-day training, it is unclear.
Third, once the instructor had contacted CAPS, they were able to contact the student’s
advisor—here called “mentor”—to inform them that the student was in the middle of a
situation. The instructor was sufficiently connected to this student’s ecology to know to
whom they could go and had sufficient trust in TSLC to feel they could pass the student
along to those who would best be able to support them. Fourth, note that no
confidential information was shared between the instructor with TSLC nor from TSLC to
the instructor. Once the student was handed off to CAPS and TSLC, the instructor’s
task was done because they felt they had made “sure they’re safe.” Fifth and finally,
though they did not know what happened after they handed off the student, when asked
if the interaction impacted the way the student related to them within their class, they
reflect, “I can't say I've ever consciously thought about it.” Whatever happened between
the student, CAPS, and TSLC occurred at the instructor’s mesolevel, but impacted their
experience because “they do come back.”
Interactions like the above are made possible not just by faculty coordinators
working across students’ and campus ecologies, but because they intentionally linked
instructors to those ecological elements. Faculty coordinators invited TSLC advisors
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and program director to various meetings with instructors to help connect them with
instructors.
And so they meet the advisors that work with their students initially. And then a
whole lot of them will, like when we'll bring up a student's name and, say,
[advisor] says, "Oh, that's my advisee, and I have that student in [a college skills
course]. And here's the background story." If there are more problems, very
often the faculty member will call that person directly.
This quote illustrates the way in which faculty coordinators helped connect instructors to
students’ ecologies. In the various pre- and mid-semester meetings, instructors
gathered to discuss students. Advisors and program directors were invited so that they
could hear about student issues and provide insight into situations instructors may be
experiencing. These interactions created familiarity between instructors and the various
TSLC staff, enabling interactions like the one quoted above wherein an instructor knew
who a student’s advisor was and had confidence they were capable of handling
complicated situations. The meetings also provided an opportunity for students to be
discussed from two different perspectives, from the staff and instructor side. By working
together and discussing specific students collaboratively, both instructors and program
staff were able gain insight into student situations in ways that equiped both to better
support students, since, as the faculty coordinator goes on to describe, “you might think
a student's just being obstinate and you'll find out that they are just beset with horrible
difficulties at home.”
Connecting to students’ ecologies helped instructors contextualize student
experiences in ways that impacted how they engaged them academically. One
instructor’s reflections on the impact of mid-semester meetings illustrates how
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information gained in mid-semester meetings helped them understand a specific
student’s situation.
I communicate with [faculty coordinator] on the regular in relation to even
students who miss class, or students who I'm concerned about. I had a student
who I was really, really concerned about, and I had spoken with that student.
Home life was not great. Having to be head of household type thing. So I
communicate with [faculty coordinator] and [wrong name]—I mean, [program
director]. I always send them e-mails and communicate with them often so that
they understand. And then I had a student that all of a sudden disappeared and I
contacted them. And then they explained where the student was and I was like,
"Yeah." So most definitely keep in touch.
This quote is helpful because it illustrates how the flow of information was twodirectional and an iterative process. The mid-semester meetings provided this
instructor with the opportunity to share concerns they had about a specific student.
When the student stopped attending class, they were able to leverage their relationship
with both the faculty coordinator and program director to inquire about the student. The
information they received in return made them aware of the student’s situation in a way
that prompted concern—“most definitely keep in touch”—instead of frustration or
condemnation.
The above quote also helpfully illustrates how this instructor was connected to
TSLC’s ecological validation. First, the mid-semester meetings were validating in their
approach: they discussed students by name, they recognized both “successes and
failures” of students and were opportunities to understand students to help align proper
support for students across their ecologies—here, instructors, faculty coordinators, and
program director. The validating approach adopted within the mid-semester meetings
continued into the digital communication between the faculty coordinator and the
instructor.
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Instructors on other campuses reported similar experiences to the one just
shared. Here is a quote from an instructor on a different campus who reported on
similar themes but with more direct reflection on the impact of being connected to
students’ TSLC advisors when a specific student was having difficulties.
So they'll immediately say they're in my [academic skills class] or who's their
advisor, we'll get them in touch, get them in the office for a meeting. Or yes,
they've been dodging me. I've been trying to set up a meeting, and so you
immediately get this triangulation, and it's all hands on deck. It really feels like
we want to—there's no one left behind.
As staff, advisors had different relationships with students. Instead of revolving around
the classroom, their interactions with students centered the students themselves. When
both advisors and instructors were in the same room, they could discuss student issues
and support in a way that brought the benefits of both of these perspectives and that
could leverage the efforts of both staff and faculty in a harmonious way “so you
immediately get this triangulation.” This instructor reports that they did not feel like they
have to problem solve student issues by themselves but could do it as a team—“it’s all
hands on deck.” This approach helped motivate this instructor to support the mission of
making sure “there’s no one left behind.”
Faculty coordinators understood that what TSLC was offering via their connective
approach was peculiar to their campus environments. One faculty coordinator explains
TSLC’s unique offerings by talking about the program in terms of its student affairs and
academic affairs elements.
So I was working more directly with students, not just in the classroom, but
outside of the classroom. I also felt like I went from student affairs to, and just
made the leap right into academic affairs, in the classroom. And so now for this
sort of last leg of my professional journey I get to kind of combine them. I get to
bring them together. Even though this isn’t a student affairs, the TSLC program
is not in student affairs, it puts me in a position where I get to work more directly
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with students outside of the classroom in other ways, in developmental ways and
programmatic ways and with the staff.
This combined student and academic affairs approach helps contextualize the unique
interactions that took place within TSLC between program staff and instructors. Unlike
academic departments where staff aims were aligned to the academic goals of the
department, TSLC’s staff function more like student affairs staff members: focusing on
student development. By connecting staff and instructors, faculty coordinators
facilitated a unified ecological experience that supported instructors in their academic
work with TSLC students. Another faculty coordinator explains how this approach
served students succinctly when they say, “Well, I think this model of the combination of
so you're trying to build connection. So you want the student to be maxly connected
with other students in a small setting with advisors, with faculty.” Because students
required the support of both student and academic affairs, faculty coordinators worked
to combine those elements to provide a unified experience for students.
This combined approach allowed instructors and advisors to focus on their own
unique roles with students in ways that helped protect instructors’ time. For example,
the faculty coordinator invited instructors to some-but-not-all TSLC events—" we do
invite them to particular events, not to every event.” Instructors were free to come if
they felt they could; some attend while others do not. One instructor’s responses when
asked if they go to these events is telling, they say, “Not really, because I wasn't—I
mean I think the staff of TSLC is probably engaging with them in a very active base, so
yeah.” This instructor had small children and had a semi-long commute to campus and
would have had to either remain on campus into the evening or return to campus
specific for TSLC events. For this instructor, the fact that the TSLC staff were
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“engaging with them in a very active base” freed them from having to add additional
time requirements to their already strained schedule.
Demonstrating Validating Practices
Faculty coordinators engaged both students and instructors in similar ways.
When considered in relationship to TSLC’s at-promise students, these actions are
termed validating. Faculty coordinators, however, utilized similar approaches in the way
they engage instructors—most of whom have not been trained in how to support atpromise students before they began teaching for the program. Rendón (1994) provides
16 identifiers for validating versus invalidating classrooms. Though validation in
Rendón’s sense is inappropriate to apply to instructors, there are interesting parallels
between Rendón’s ‘validating classroom,’ and the way faculty coordinators engaged
instructors. Before exploring how faculty coordinators related to instructors within
TSLC’s ecological validation, I will briefly discuss the way faculty coordinators modeled
validating approaches in the ways they engaged and discussed students.
Demonstrating validating approaches to students. Faculty coordinators
approached TSLC’s students in non-deficit, strength-based ways. In discussing the
overall goals of TSLC—"to retain and graduate students”—one faculty coordinator
discusses the way the program engaged and recognized students.
I think the leadership opportunities for students within the program, the mentoring
opportunities, the opportunities to form friendships, supportive connections with
other people, the group interaction, and then especially the multicultural
interaction, the interaction—I wouldn't just even call it just multicultural—the
interaction with diversity.
This passage is helpful because it shows how, for this faculty coordinators, the program
goals were directly linked to the type of support TSLC offered students and who the
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students were. Student backgrounds and experiences were not considered hindrances,
they were part of who students were and part of what the program tried to promote—
“supportive connections with other people, the group interactions, and then especially
the multicultural interaction.” The faculty coordinator knew where TSLC students came
from, and the program tried to create interactions that were “supportive” of them. This
approach corresponds to Rendón’s (1994, p. 48) second element of validating
classrooms, “The past is a source of strength and knowledge.” Note also that this
faculty coordinator did not conceive of TSLC as making up deficiencies in their students’
backgrounds or knowledge but sought to support their learning. This is clearly evidence
in the way the faculty coordinator presented both supports to help TSLC students
overcome hurdles—"to enhance their success”—as well as opportunities to recognize
students’ capacities—“leadership opportunities for students within the program.” This
passage aligns with other quotes already shared, often from instructors, about how the
program helped students when they struggle and celebrated students when they
exceled.
Faculty coordinators saw TSLC students as capable of success. Rendón (1994,
p. 48) describes validating classrooms as places where:
students bring rich reservoir of experience and are motivated to believe they are
capable of learning” and where “learning standards are designed in collaboration
with students and students are allowed to re-do assignments until they master
them. Faculty praise success and encourage motivation.
Faculty coordinators recognize that TSLC students did not need to have standards
lowered for their success. This is evidence in the way one faculty coordinator describes
the type of instructors they prefer for the program, they say, “and we do not go after
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easy teachers. I think that’s one thing I’ve really tried to avoid.” For faculty coordinators
and TSLC in general, their students were capable of high academic achievement.
Faculty coordinators were not cold and stand-offish towards TSLC students but
valued them and their experiences. In discussing why they accepted the position of
faculty coordinator in the first place, one faculty coordinator explained how the
alignment of the mission, their care for the students, and the opportunity to improve
outcomes were related.
Because I love it. I love the students. I believe in—I really believe in the mission.
I mean, the students served by this program are incredible and the whole idea
that anyone in Nebraska who is college ready should be able to earn a degree
is—I really believe in that and I also—I think that the program gives students the
support they need, obviously financially, but more importantly, I shouldn't say
more importantly, but significantly helps them create the groups, the connections
to peers and faculty that they need to kind of advance and to kind of be in a peer
group that motivates them to be successful and academically minded, in a way.
Faculty coordinators valued TSLC students and recognized their capacity for success,
the hindrances they faced, and the importance of all of TSLC’s people—staff,
instructors, and students. This corresponds to Rendón’s (1994) sixth and tenth
descriptions of validating classrooms, namely “students are allowed to have a public
voice and share their ideas openly” and “faculty and students interact frequently.”
Faculty coordinators did interact frequently with students both formally, as secondary
advisors for students, and informally, at TSLC events or in TSLC spaces.
Though not in direct relation to how faculty coordinators approached students
themselves, this last point is related to ho to how faculty coordinators valued multiple
voices in supporting students. I have already discussed how faculty coordinators
supported validating teaching practices by keeping students in focus as they interacted
with instructors and how they helped instructors understand how to build classroom
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experiences that leveraged students’ backgrounds and characteristics. Faculty
coordinators also encouraged instructors to engage students in validating ways. When
asked about why TSLC students perform so well, one faculty coordinator credited
instructors’ interpersonal and academic engagements with students, to “be that caring
individual and be their professor as well.” The faculty coordinator explained,
They tend to be more student-centered, I think. They—how do I put this—they
tend to care more intently about student achievement, I think. Which is not quite
the same thing as being student-centered, but ... And I think they work at being
relatable. Again, I mean, it’s they’re friendly professors who are not students’
friends. I mean, there is that sense of rigor, that, of course, I am your learning
evaluator for this semester, and you know
Note the presence of several of the themes already discussed: the importance of getting
to knowing students, the belief that students could arise to rigor, and the importance of
engaging the students as valuable.
Demonstrating validating approaches in engagements with instructors.
Beyond the way in which faculty coordinators modeled validating engagements with
students directly, faculty coordinators also modeled validating approaches in the ways
in which they engaged instructors. In order to illustrate the way in which faculty
coordinators modeled validating approaches in their engagement with instructors, I
structure this section via Rendón’s (1994, pp. 48-49) 16 descriptions of validating
classrooms. Many of the points are considered in conjunction because of the
appropriateness of the theme or data.
Affirm the experience and value of learners. Rendón’s (1994) list of academically
validating practices lists includes three practices that center the value of learners’
previous experiences:
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1. Students bring rich reservoir of experience and are motivated to believe they
are capable of learning
2. The past is a source of strength and knowledge
4. Faculty structure learning so that students are able to see themselves as
powerful learners (p. 48)
Faculty coordinators recognized that instructors bring rich reservoirs of
experience, are motivated to believe they are capable of teaching at-promise students,
and trainings allowed them to see themselves as powerful instructors. Especially in
their initial interactions and first half-day training with instructors when the dynamics of
TSLC classrooms were first discussed, faculty coordinators encouraged instructors to
invest in validating practices but to otherwise teach their class as they normally would.
One instructor reflected on that initial conversation.
So the reason why I bring that up, because one of the things [faculty coordinator]
told me is that you’re going to be teaching the class the same way you teach, just
[course identification and number] to any class. Same thing, there’s no
difference. You do want to set up meetings with the students early in the
semester and kind of during midterms just to get to know them. But they told me
not to do anything different. And that was kind of a shock to me, but then I
started looking at my teaching style.
Though faculty coordinators did encourage some instructors to augment their instruction
to be more validating or engaging, this faculty coordinator recognized this instructor was
already engaging in validating practices and encouraged them to continue as they were.
For this instructor, being advised to teach “the class the same way you teach” was
shocking because they had anticipated that they needed to augment their teaching style
in order to be successful in teaching at-promise students. The faculty coordinator’s
recognition of the quality of this instructor’s teaching and confidence in their capacity to
be successful was an opportunity for reflection for this instructor. By fronting the
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importance of validating approaches in conjunction with an expression of confidence in
this instructor, this instructor was able to recognize how some of these approaches
were already present in their teaching style—recognizing their past was a source of
strength—and allowed them to enter their TSLC classroom with confidence.
Instructors on other campuses expressed feeling similarly supported. One
instructor explained how the faculty coordinator’s support and confidence allowed them
to “be [themselves]” in the classroom.
Then having [faculty coordinator] come in, I feel like both of those things are sort
of the extent of the training. I appreciate that because I felt like I had enough of a
baseline to go off of in terms of the framework, but then also I had enough
freedom to be myself within the program and teaching a course within the
program.
For this instructor, the faculty coordinator struck the proper balance between support
and confidence. For them, it resulted in being able to build on their previous knowledge
and experience—"freedom to be myself within the program and teaching a course”—
and support to meet the expectations of the program—“I felt I had enough of a
baseline.”
Learning should be centered. Rendón’s (1994) list of academically validating
practices lists includes three practices about how learning should be centered:
3. Faculty share knowledge with students and support students in learning
7. Faculty recognize the importance of experience as a base of knowledge and
that out-of-class learning is equally powerful
13. Teachers may be learners; learners may be teachers (pp. 48-49)
Faculty coordinators shared knowledge with instructors and supported their
teaching in both formal and informal spaces. Faculty coordinators not only shared
vision with instructors, but practical support like providing syllabi, pedagogical
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suggestions, and advise on handling difficult student situations. On one campus, a
faculty coordinator was associated with a department that had multiple course offerings
each semester. This faculty coordinator would invite all the instructors who taught the
course they had previous taught for the program to their house. Instructors were free to
attend or not, as these meetings were beyond the expected meetings for instructors. At
this meeting, the faculty coordinator would lead a conversation about teaching
strategies and curriculum they and others have used and found useful for their TSLC
course. One instructor reflected on how this meeting impacted their experience.
So, he has gatherings at his house every year, sometimes twice a year to talk
about what text we might uses, and exercises. I just think he's just got a deft
touch, and again, he feels like that radical acceptance is there, and he feels very
human.
By engaging this instructor in an out-of-class—or better, off-of-campus—this faculty
coordinator was able to create an environment that helped this new instructor integrate
into the community and believe in their own confidence. The informal and valuable
nature of this interaction helped this instructor feel connected with the faculty
coordinator—“I love [them]”—because they could be confident in the sincerity of the
interaction—“[they’re] real.” For this instructor, in created an experience wherein they
felt “radical acceptance.”
Learning should be collaborative. Rendón’s (1994) list of academically
validating practices lists includes three practices that discuss how learning should be
collaborative between instructors and students as well as between students and
students:
5. Faculty are partners in learning with students
6. Students are allowed to have a public voice and share their ideas openly
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8. Faculty employ active learning techniques such as collaborative learning,
demonstrations, simulations, field trips etc.
11. Students work together in teams and are encouraged to share information
(p. 48)
Faculty coordinators were partners in learning with their instructors, instructors
had a public voice and could share their ideas openly, faculty coordinators used active
learning techniques, and instructors were encouraged to work together. Faculty
coordinators did not consider themselves the experts and their instructors as novices
when it comes to teaching at-promise students. Instead, faculty coordinators
recognized that instructors had knowledge and skills from which they could learn, and
which instructors could share to the benefit of the faculty coordinator and the program.
One faculty coordinator describes their receptive disposition when they visit instructors’
classrooms each semester.
I love to visit the faculty class, but let me go back to school in a selfish way. But
I'm cannibal, I loved to steal—take ideas from my colleagues. Yeah, that works
or my class is getting kind of dull, maybe I should try that.
Despite their years of teaching experience, faculty coordinators recognized that their
colleagues were skillful and that they could learn things from them. The metaphor of
going “back to school” here illustrates that the faculty coordinator did not see
themselves as above, more skillful, or the sage; instead, they recognized they were
peers with their instructors.
Instructors recognize that their voices and ideas were valued by the faculty
coordinator, they both felt free to share their ideas publicly and appreciated that their
ideas were received as meaningful. When asked what their interactions with the faculty
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coordinator were like, they describe how their experiences interacting with the faculty
coordinator differed from their interactions with other leaders on campus.
But I feel like if I sit in TSLC and I say to [program director] and [faculty
coordinator UNO] I think this is a problem that they wouldn't necessarily agree
with me, but we're going to have a serious conversation about it that—because
they respect the fact that we're the ones teaching the classes. I think that's really
important.
In contrast to their experience with other leaders on campus, this instructor recognized
that their ideas are treated as meaningful by the faculty coordinator. They felt the
faculty coordinator, even if they disagreed with the instructor, would hear, and discuss
their ideas because the faculty coordinator respected the instructor’s role, knowledge,
and perspective—"because they respect the fact that we're the ones teaching the
classes.” Being heard helped this instructor have confidence in their role within the
program and trust faculty coordinators.
Faculty coordinators signal the importance of instructors’ voices and their
freedom to share their ideas in the way they conducted all-instructor meetings. As
previously discussed, these meetings were scheduled to avoid conflict with instructors’
schedules so as many as possible could attend—“I mean, even to get them together for
those two meetings, we have to send out the Doodle with what, a dozen possible
times.” The physical set up of the meetings also signaled the importance of instructor
voices, as the room was arranged in a square-circle so everyone could see everyone
else and there was no obvious head-of-the-table. Again as previously discussed,
though the faculty coordinator lead the meeting, instructors did the bulk of the talking
and were encouraged to take the lead to ask and answer questions. Though I have
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already shared this quote, it helpfully illustrates role of instructors’ voices in these
meeting.
So the very first thing that everyone sat around the table, the senior scholar, the
senior teacher scholars, said with the sections, basically they all sort of felt the
same way when they first started teaching this. They felt like they were outsiders
and so kind of to expect that and how to overcome it. Sometimes the classes
don't quite come around. They kind of are isolating.
This quote illustrates that both new and experienced faculty had voice in these
meetings, which, in the case of this new instructor, helped them understand that they
were not in some way deficient, but they were experiencing something others had as
well. The result was that this instructor was able to get advice form senior instructors in
a way that helped them believe in their own capacity and gain insights that would help
them address the issue.
Learning should allow for multiple voices. Rendón’s (1994) list of academically
validating practices lists includes three practices that address how learning should
incorporate multiple voices and perspectives:
9. Learning standards are designed in collaboration with students and students
are allowed to re-do assignments until they master them. Faculty praise
success and encourage motivation
16. Learning allows for reflection, multi- perspectives and imperfection (pp. 4849)
Teaching performance expectations wer designed in collaboration with
instructors, and they were allowed to try again after support and faculty coordinators
recognized success. Faculty coordinators collaborated with instructors to promote
success in their teaching. In-class visits provided an opportunity for growth and
reflection as well as opportunities for faculty coordinators to recognize the contribution
and success of instructors. One faculty coordinator reflected on how an experience
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when an instructor invited them to their class because they were having an issue with
the students. Instead of being abashed that they were having difficulty with students,
this instructor felt they could invite the faculty coordinator into their class to help them
solve a classroom dynamic issue. The collaborative approach allowed the faculty
coordinator to validate the instructor’s sense that there was a problem, but also helped
them further diagnosis that problem.
Instructors also had freedom to recalibrate their teaching approaches when
something was not working. One faculty coordinator reflected on an interaction they
had with a TSLC instructor who was using passive learning strategies and how they
worked with that instructor to support them.
I say, "We're looking for faculty that are student-focused and also that will use
interactive methods in their teaching." And I once said, "With this class of 25
students, you're not going to standing their reading your Power Points." And I
remember one faculty member saying, "Oops." [Laughter] "Okay. Help me out
here. What are some interactive techniques I could use?"
This interaction did not happen after a classroom visit wherein the instructor witnessed
this instructor’s approach, but casually in an informal setting. The instructor was able to
self-identify their own issue and was able to ask for help from the faculty coordinator so
they could develop more active teaching strategies.
When an instructor was struggling, the first response is support. Even when an
issue with someone’s teaching persisted, faculty coordinators developed strategies that
helped that instructor be successful. One faculty coordinator reflected on their
approach in a situation where an instructor kept getting low teaching evaluations.
Well, if faculty have difficulty, if they get low evals, sometimes we'll just hear from
students that this is not going very well, especially with fairly young faculty, I
volunteer to work with them.
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The faculty coordinator visited the instructors’ class several times and encouraged the
instructor to be more interactive. After several meetings, it become clear to the faculty
coordinator that the instructor needed time to develop. They explain:
And then I said, "Okay. Let's just kind of hold you out for a semester instead of
just re-upping you for next semester. Let's plan on the following spring. And I'll
kind of work with you on this." And boy, the last class I went to of hers, she really
had developed along very well.
Instead of throwing the instructor back into an environment where they would not be
successful, this faculty coordinator helped the instructor step away from the program for
a time so they could develop their teaching strategies. The result was that the instructor
was that when the instructor was assigned another TSLC course, they had been able to
improve their technique and be recognized for their quality.
Learners should receive validating messages early and often. Rendón’s (1994)
list of academically validating practices lists includes three practices that focus on how
learns and instructors should interact:
10. Faculty and students interact frequently
12. A climate of success is fostered by faculty and students
14. Students validated early and validation continues throughout college years
(pp. 48-49)
Faculty coordinators and instructors interacted frequently and instructors were
encouraged early and throughout their teaching, which promoted a climate of success.
Faculty coordinators provided the most support for instructors when they were first
assigned to teach for TSLC and before every semester. The reflections of one
instructor illustrate this.
He’s just really there kind of trying to guide the program. And he’s always been
available to me, at least when I’ve had questions about the class. Especially at
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the beginning, I really wanted to make sure I was going to do a good job. So he
met with me. Him giving me all his class plans helped a lot. Just his outlines of
each of his classes and things like that.
Instructors often felt uncertain of how they should approach teaching a TSLC course
and required extra support before and just after stepping into the classroom for the first
time. This instructor was able to set up additional meetings with the faculty coordinator
to get the support they needed “to make sure I was going to do a good job.”
Faculty coordinators remained in contact with instructors regularly via the midsemester meetings and email. Instructors reported that the faculty coordinators were
available whenever they needed them. When asked about their interactions with their
faculty coordinator, one instructor linked faculty coordinator’s responsiveness when they
have issues with their understanding of the program’s mission.
I can't imagine a better faculty member on campus to do it. I mean, they coulda
had anybody in that position, and they chose the person. So I think he's onboard
with the guy using the mission. And he's a guy who is—he doesn't get in the
way. So I don't know. I think my interaction's been perfect. Anytime I've needed
help or guidance, support, they've helped.
By being available “anytime I’ve need help,” this instructor was able to get the support
they needed. Note the way this instructor links the faculty coordinator’s focus on the
mission of the program with the faculty coordinator’s availability. For this instructor, the
faculty coordinator’s availably helped connect them to the program’s mission.
Other instructors on other campuses also linked their faculty coordinator’s
support and availability with supporting the program’s mission. One instructor explained
that they stopped out of college because they felt they had no support. In contrast, they
feel TSLC does a good job supporting students. They said:
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Instructor:
I think that the program does a really good job making sure that
support center is in place for them and I like seeing that and I like being part of
that.
Researcher: How connected are you to the staff and the director?
Instructor:
I talk to [faculty coordinator] pretty often. I just sent her an email last week. I don't really know a lot of the other—I know we have a few here
in English and I know them in passing, but I don't really spend a lot of time with
them. But other than that there's not—I just know where people are if I need
them.
As someone who stopped out of college themselves, this instructor recognized that the
support the program provided students was something they wish they had had. Note
the parallel in themes between their two responses. They praised TSLC because it
“does a really good job” making sure students get the support they need and then, after
a question about faculty coordinators, go on to discuss how the faculty coordinator’s
was available to offer support whenever “I need them.”
Curriculum should center women and minorities. Rendón’s (1994, p. 49) list of
academically validating practices lists includes one practice about centering women and
minorities in the curriculum, “15. The core curriculum is inclusive of the contributions of
women and minorities.” Though they do not choose the instructors, the faculty
coordinators worked with department heads to try to identify diverse instructors. Faculty
coordinators understood the importance of providing multiple voices and perspectives of
instructors within TSLC. In discussing why they do not teach a specific TSLC course
every year, one faculty coordinator explained the importance of multiple voices.
I don't want to be seeming to hog the class. Every semester [their name]
teaches a Thompson Scholars class, no. I'm in a department where I should
share the wealth, and they should hear other voices too. But it is selfishly a way
for me to get to know a small sub-group of them very closely, and their abilities.
So I can speak from that experience, and then what I'm hearing from the faculty.
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The decision to not teach a TSLC course every semester was strategic for this faculty
coordinator. This faculty coordinator recognized that their presence as an instructor
every term would send the message that multiple voices were not important to TSLC.
In order to provide opportunity for other voices, this faculty coordinator gave up their
course.
The importance of diversity of instructors was also received by some instructors.
One instructor, when discussing how their experience of teaching a TSLC course
differed from teaching courses for their department, said:
And so that breaks down some of those barriers that may generally alienate you
or segregate you within a classroom, even. So I think TSLC does a really good
job of that. The teachers are open-minded. They pick diverse teachers, I think,
too, where they can. And they indoctrinate the teachers pretty well. I think they
let the teachers know, you know, this is what we’re about. We want you to do
this. We want you to connect with the students.
This instructor directly links the diversity of the instructors to the main messaging of
faculty coordinators to instructors: “connect with the students.” For this instructor, the
program’s value of diverse voices helped break down “those barriers that may generally
alienate you or segregate you within a classroom.”
Though other instructors experienced TSLC’s instructors as diverse in the areas
“where they can,” another instructor’s reflection on the half-day training suggests that
the diversity of TSLC may be insufficient to meet Rendón’s criteria.
So it really—so the first one I was kind of like, "What is this? What am I going to?
Why do you have to train me? I already know how to teach. I know my course.
What are you going to tell me different that I don't already know. I'm a person of
color." All my own biases, right, right? So I went in and I was just like, "Really?
You're preaching to the choir." And you know, I have to give them credit that
they knew that, in a sense, that they knew that some of us probably already knew
this. This is old news to us. And then in part of the training I got frustrated
because—I don't want to say this—the language to me turned kind of to those
kids, those type of students. And I got—so I was getting a little irritated that, you
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know, we're just talking about students here, people. Let's not get—and I didn't
appreciate sharing—I know stereotypes are bad. I know stereotypes, some are
true for some, hold true for some people, right?
As a person of color, this instructor felt their campus instance of TSLC could improve
the way it engaged diversity and diverse voices within TSLC. They suggest that the
program could grow in awareness of the impact of their separation in experience
between the program instructors, staff, and faculty coordinator and that of its students.
The challenge, “Why do you have to train me?” is telling. As a person of color on a
primarily white campus, this instructor felt the training, though a gesture in the right
direction—“I have to give them credit”—was insufficient. This suggests that their
campus’ TSLC could improve the way it discussed diversity.
Aligning Instructors’ Goals
Faculty coordinators helped instructors connect to TSLC’s ecological validation
by working to align instructors’ goals to promote validating teaching practices. As
instructors experience multiple contexts and cultures on each campus and that these
contexts influenced the ways instructors make decisions, faculty coordinators worked
along these various contexts. Figure 6 is a graphic representation of instructors’
ecologies that has been adapted from Austin’s (2011) systems approach to change.
Note that the purple TSLC section indicates TSLC operates at various levels of
instructor’s ecologies, not that TSLC influences the other elements (e.g., accrediting
bodies) within those contexts directly.
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Figure 6. Ecological presentation of influences on instructors

Figure 6 shows the various contexts wherein instructors work that influence their
decision making. The levels proceed in concentric circles from the center, with the
instructor in the center-most circle as represented by Personal; the circles then proceed
as Classrooms, College/Department, Institution, and External. As can be seen,
instructors operate within multiple contexts, each of which has their own culture.
Though instructors did not directly operate with all the items placed within each context,
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these factors influenced instructors’ experiences by interacting at instructors’ meso- and
macrolevel. Each element represents an area with which faculty coordinators directly
interacted, often in ways that supported instructors’ integration into TSLC’s ecological
validation. The following sections explore how faculty coordinators worked to help align
instructors’ goals with their work in TSLC.
To clarify the specific ways in which faculty coordinators helped align instructors’
various goals, I divide the following into three: personal, practitioner, and professional.
Though similar, I think it worth discussing practitioner and professional goals separately
as practitioner goals refer to instructors’ craft (here related to teaching) whereas
professional goals refer to instructors’ ambitions related to promotion and/or tenure.
Faculty coordinators help align instructors’ personal values and ambitions
with their teaching for TSLC. Instructors do not always know or connect to
institutional missions. Even if they understand their teaching work as important for
students, they often struggled to connect that work with student success. Faculty
coordinators helped instructors understand the mission and purpose of the program and
how their work in their classrooms supported that mission. One instructor reflected on
how understanding the way in which their in-class support of first-generation students
supported their success and how that understanding influenced their understanding of
their own contribution.
So those are two examples of first-generation students kind of [inaudible] some
of the pressures, but also some of the values of what this—the Thompson
scholars program brings which is having that kind of exchange, but also a firstgeneration college professor having an awareness of that. One of the things I
like, I want to share about what I like about the Thompson scholars program, is
that it really provides an environment, I feel like as an instructor, to have those
kind of interactions. It reinforces the value of spending that extra time. In our
busy academic lives, it's really hard to carve out that time and I think that, even if
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you have a heart to do that, which I feel like I do, I hope that I do, that you have a
heart for students, you want to carve that time out. It reinforces the opportunity to
do that because I can be distracted in a million different places in my day-to-day
work. So I feel like the program actually reinforces these moments in a way that
I'm really thankful for.
Instructors had to balance a multitude of competing tasks throughout the semester.
Even for instructors who “have a heart to” support students, “it is really hard carve out
that time.” By connecting this instructor to a context for their work with TSLC students,
this faculty coordinator helped them understand the “value of spending that extra time.”
For this instructor, the way their faculty coordinator “reinforces these moments”
encouraged the instructor to continue to invest their time in supporting students.
Instructors often had their own reasons for working with students. Faculty
coordinators leveraged these personal motivations by helping instructors connect those
motivations to their work with TSLC students. When asked about what they enjoyed
about teaching TSLC courses, one instructor explains how TSLC provided a context in
which they could help students in ways the instructor found meaningful.
Help students succeed and be phenomenal [specific NU campus] community
members or even if they decide to go outside of [campus’ city], just being good
citizens and creating a cycle of… Hopefully that means for these students that
graduating from college will give them some opportunities that they wouldn't have
had otherwise and getting a good job and volunteering and being a part of a
community or our community. Then when they have kids, hopefully instilling
some of those great values into them. That's what I hope; the really, really big
picture kind of thinking.
TSLC’s primary objective was to support the retention and graduation of at-promise
students. This instructor linked their own concern for developing citizens with the
program’s main goal to create a unified vision for the value of their own work within
TSLC. Note the way this instructor linked civic impact—"getting a good job and
volunteering and being a part of a community or our community”—as the outcome of

176
supporting the retention and graduation of TSLC students. They conceived of their
work as giving “them some opportunities that they wouldn’t have had otherwise.” This
faculty coordinator was able to help this instructor understand the ways in which their
own goals were compatible with TSLC’s overall goal.
Connecting instructors’ personal motivations with TSLC’s goals supported
instructors’ attachment to the program itself. This connection was developed quickly for
an instructor on a different campus—note that with the quote below, the three quotes
shared so far all come from instructors on different campuses. This instructor was in
their first year of teaching for TSLC. When asked how they felt about their campus’
TSLC program, they explained how their “allegiance” to TSLC is related to their own
personal motivations for being an instructor, which was to support student success.
Instructor:
I hope to. I guess I feel a strong allegiance to the program already.
I like the goal. I think it’s important. So I hope to.
Researcher: Why does it feel important to you?
Instructor:
Well I guess I wouldn’t be a professor unless I thought we
were doing something useful. And for these kids in particular, if I can help them
achieve something that they want that’s maybe more different than they’re used
to seeing. I think that’s a good thing.
This instructor became a professor because they think the work of instructors is
important. This general personal commitment was made more specific by their work in
the program—“and for these kids in particular, if I can help…” By being able to
understand how TSLC supported their pre-held belief in the importance of an
instructor’s work with students, they began to develop an affinity for the program which
they described as “a strong allegiance.” In TSLC, this instructor saw an opportunity to
work towards their own goals.
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Departments are compensated for offering TSLC courses. How the departments
use this money is up to them, but some distributed some of that money to instructors
assigned to teach TSLC courses by way of professional development money. Many
instructors were unaware that they were to receive additional funds for teaching TSLC
courses and only found out about if their department chair told them about it or if they
noticed a difference in their pay. Though beneficial, instructors reported that the
additional funds did not impact their willingness to support the program. One adjunct’s
comments, who with the extra funds said they were now being “given a livable wage,” is
illuminative.
Part of what was always enabled the extra time intensity was the money, they
pay more. So, you felt like I'm getting paid more I have to give a little more. It's –
you don't want to be mercenary about it, but it really—it makes sense. I'm being
paid—I was the lowly adjunct so I was being paid twice as much per class. So, I
actually was given a living wage to teach that class, which made me want to
commit.
The main benefit of the extra money for this instructor was the way it made them feel
valued by the program, which “made me want to commit.” Money was useful for
communicating their value, but not a necessary condition for their continued teaching in
the program. This point is perhaps made more strongly in the way that some instructors
taught for TSLC for free, even when they had additional responsibilities. One faculty
coordinator recounts a story about an instructor who continued to teach for TSLC
because they valued its mission, despite not getting money they had in the past.
So [name] was at a full load, full workload: his normal class load plus being a
chair. There were two semesters where he taught for us for an unpaid overload.
[Laughter] Yeah. Just because he, what he said was, "I believe in what you're
doing." And this last semester, he was a dean in central and he still taught a
course for us.
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For this instructor, the mission of the program—“I believe in what you’re doing”—was
their motivation for teaching a TSLC course for free, even when they had taken on the
responsibilities of a dean. Though money was a benefit, instructors taught for TSLC
because they connected with its mission.
Faculty coordinators help align instructors’ practitioner ambitions with
their teaching for TSLC. Instructors have ambitions to improve in their craft as
instructors. Faculty coordinators worked to support these ambitions in various ways.
One way faculty coordinators supported instructors’ practitioner ambitions were by
encouraging instructors to use their TSLC courses to develop validating teaching
approaches they may not have felt they could implement in non-TSLC courses. One
instructor reflected on the way the faculty coordinator supported them as they sought to
develop more student-centric teaching approaches.
Yeah, so the other part that I really appreciate is, at least how [faculty
coordinator] leads this, he gives a lot of freedom to every instructor. So for me,
what I wanted to try, because I'm trying to be new, [researcher’s name], in how I
teach, I'm teaching [subject area] this semester. It's a little risky, but I initially
was honest with my students and the Thompson scholars section up front. I
said, "This is kind of the first time I am taking [subject area] courses like this.
[Short inaudible sentence]. This is the first time I'm teaching it this way so I'm
interested in what your feedback is and we will just kind of learn about this
together." So I decided to try a new way of teaching [subject area] for me and it's
very, very active learning. That comes from some of the research I've been
doing on my own about—that comes from places like the Chronicle of Higher
Education and also talking with some colleges across the country about how to
talk [subject area] and an active way that's, I hate the word usable, but sort of it's
not as much the utility part, but a sort of, what kind of toolbox—tools in the
toolbox does [subject area] give a student after they leave the class.
As a newer instructor, this instructor was dissatisfied with they were teaching their
courses. As previously discussed, faculty coordinators encouraged instructors to
integrate validating practices into their courses but trusted instructors to teach in ways
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that promote TSLC’s students’ success. Note the way this instructor links the
leadership of the faculty coordinator—here described as “freedom” to try something
new—promoted pedagogical exploration and validating interactions between the
instructor and the students. First, the instructor was able to “try a new way of teaching”
that they had wanted to implement because of research they had done. They were
concerned about learning how to teach their subject in “an active way” that helps
develop “tools” they can use after they “leave the class.” Because of the confidence
they felt from the faculty coordinator, this instructor felt free to try to improve their
teaching so it would be more useful for their students. Second, the “freedom” they were
given by the faculty coordinator to try a new teaching technique, prompted them to invite
their TSLC students into a collaborative learning environment where they could help
shape the course—"this is the first time I'm teaching it this way so I'm interested in what
your feedback is and we will just kind of learn about this together." Moreover, by being
honest with their students about what they were trying to do, this instructor modeled that
they are not the sole source of authority in the classroom but are themselves a learner
who is trying to grow.
The “freedom” to develop as instructors also benefited non-TSLC courses.
There were several stories about how approaches developed within TSLC were utilized,
by instructors themselves or even by entire departments, in non-TSLC courses. For
example, the math department at one of the campuses revamped their entire entry-level
math curriculum and approach to mirror TSLC’s because they found that TSLC students
were more successful than their non-TSLC peers. The reflections of one instructor
illustrate the way this “freedom” impacted their personal development as an instructor.
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I get to think outside of the box when it comes to how I want to teach this
concept, how do I want to teach that one? The thing is, sometimes I try out some
things in this class and then I use it in some of my other classes.
This quote directly reflected the messaging this instructor’s faculty coordinator used
when describing how they worked with instructors in preparing to teach TSLC courses.
“So I don’t tell them pedagogical strategies. But I do urge them to think outside the box.
I mean, what is it you’ve wanted to do? What do you want to experiment with?” The
“outside of the box” thinking that this faculty coordinator encouraged empowered this
instructor to reflect on their teaching practices in ways that helped them improve their
craft, and even benefited the campus at large.
Faculty coordinators work with instructors also helped support their sense of
potency as instructors. One instructor even described teaching in TSLC was a
“transformative” experience. When asked what teaching a TSLC course was like, one
instructor explained the way their classroom and non-classroom experiences within
TSLC supported their own agency as an instructor and their value on the broader
campus.
At the beginning I—it's always been true, but at the beginning there was a really
noted effect on me. I felt transformed. I felt adjunct in every way. Teaching a
class here, and then maybe at another school, and I liked what I did. But I'd
come to school and leave, and didn't have a lot of long term contact with the
students. The stakes felt fairly low, urgency also low, and suddenly it was just—
the—an intimacy that came out of [specific TSLC course], and the stakes just
rose. Also, the contact with other faculty that I hadn't really had from across
disciplines, because we have these meetings, and you have the meetings with
students, and I hadn't really done a lot of that. So, suddenly you're enmeshed in
this community of students, of staff, of support staff, of faculty, and really of the
university as a whole. I felt like such an outlier until then so it really gave me a
renewed sense of purpose and mission even. It was incredible, finally getting
transformative experience.
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By helping this instructor connect their instruction, even as an adjunct, to the purposes
of the program and impact on students, the faculty coordinator helped them develop “a
renewed sense of purpose and mission.” For this instructor the “transformation”
occurred two reasons: teaching TSLC student helped create a sense of purpose—“the
stakes just rose”—and their ability to connect with other instructors helped them feel
connected to the university as a whole.
By working to connect instructors to TSLC’s ecology, faculty coordinators created
an environment wherein instructors did not feel they had to grow or improve their
instruction alone. When asked what they do when the have an issue in classroom, an
instructor on another campus describes the way being connected to TSLC’s ecology
supports their instruction.
I talk to my colleagues in my apartment department first. And there are certain
people—the interim dean is [name]. And he was one of my professors when I
went a student here. And I go to him a lot of times for advice on those kinds of
issues too. But usually it's gonna fall on my to handle it, whereas with TSLC,
there's a support system there with [program director] and others to talk with
them and help beyond what I'm doing. So that's a big difference too.
For this instructor, when an issue presents itself in one of this instructor’s non-TSLC
courses, even though they could talk to their dean, they felt it is “gonna fall on my to
handle it.” Their experience when teaching a TSLC course, however, was different.
When teaching a TSLC course, there was a “support system,” and they could “talk with
them and help beyond what I’m doing.” They identified this as “a big difference” that
impacted their experience as an instructor.
For some instructors, teaching in TSLC impacted their experiences within their
own departments which benefited them as instructors. This was particularly true for an
adjunct instructor on one of the campuses. This specific instructor began teaching in
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TSLC while they were an adjunct and tell about how their work in TSLC provided the
platform for their quality to be recognized which allowed to be eventually hired as a fulltime instructor. They tell a story about how teaching in TSLC increased their profile
within their own department and how that impacted them. They explain that this faculty
member “had nothing to say to me at all, nothing positive, nothing negative, just another
adjunct, really, truly indifferent,” but because they had heard they were teaching in
TSLC, expressed gratefulness they were working with those students—"I'm glad you
are.” This interaction positively impacted the instructor and the way they thought about
their own teaching and their place within their own department. They explain that “this
person recognized that I have a different skill set or different interest set than he does
and it was acknowledged as valuable” and that “I felt valued by this person that I had
never in three years felt at all. That's pretty powerful.”
As an adjunct instructor, this instructor felt isolated from not only the campus but
from those in their department. Because they were affiliated with a program which the
other instructor respected, it provided a context for this instructor’s contribution for the
university to be recognized. They were not just “another adjunct,” their work was able to
be recognized and “valued” in a way they experienced as “powerful.” Though this
instructor was clearly impacted by the opinions and value this other instructor for the
first time showed them, the interesting part for the purpose of the study comes in the
way they conclude their story. The instructor ends the story by linking the program’s
goals—"it's support”—with how they felt about being linked to it—“good, positive vibes.”
For them, understanding the program’s mission and the way it is conceived of on
campus impacted the way they conceive of the value of their own work. Their
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connection with TSLC reinforced the meaningfulness of their own work and their own
capacity as an instructor to accomplish that work and that helped them feel “valued.”
Faculty coordinators help align instructors’ professional ambitions with
their teaching for TSLC. This final section explores themes already touched on but
draws attention to the ways in which faculty coordinators helped support the
professional ambitions of instructors as they taught within TSLC. The two key ways
faculty coordinators supported instructors in this way was by supporting instructors as
they sought promotion/tenure and helped protect their time so they could focus on other
professionally important tasks such as research.
Faculty coordinators supported instructors as they sought promotion/tenure in
two ways. Frist, faculty coordinators mesolevel work with department chairs helped
contextualize the TSLC program, its mission, and the value of instructors’ contribution
towards that mission. One instructor explained how the mentorship and then the
advocacy of their faculty coordinator helped them move from adjunct professor into a
professor of practice position. They explain that the faculty coordinator noticed they
engaged the students well and advocated for them. They say, “I think that's probably
one of the reasons why I was able to get this post as a professor of practice rather than
an adjunct.”
The second way faculty coordinators provided support for instructor’s
professional ambitions is through practical actions such as writing letters that explain
instructors’ roles within the program in support of their tenure. One faculty coordinator
reflected on the way they supported instructors as they sought promotion/tenure. One
faculty coordinator indicated that they thought teaching in TSLC “maybe gives them an
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edge up in terms of their review of teaching.” The same faculty coordinator goes on to
explain that, because the TSLC program is well respected, that when their support can
help instructors achieve different professional goals.
I'd say for lecturers who are really invested in the program, it helps them when
they—and they often ask me to write something on their behalf or I—I mean
honestly, people that I really appreciate working with, I name them in my
requests back so that we can keep them on. Or, for example, [name], she's
been—she was a lecturer for years. She's made professor of practice and I think
her work, her continued work with our program and that being such a positive
thing for [department] and the positive thing for us, so that's been mutually
beneficial and I think it's helped her as she's progressed.
Because faculty coordinators were closely connected with instructors and their teaching,
they were an additional source of support for instructors seeking promotion/tenure.
Instead of just relying on one’s department which may or may not be impacted by
politics and conflicting agendas or personalities, faculty coordinators could speak to
TSLC’s instructors’ contribution in their teaching.
Instructors conceived of their faculty coordinator’s support towards their tenure
as an extension of the support they provide in other ways. When asked how they felt
supported by their faculty coordinator, one instructor’s comments connected the faculty
coordinator’s general support for their instructors with their specific support towards
their tenure.
I also requested his letters for—I got my tenure this year, but for that I needed
support letters from my teaching. So he was always—he always provided his
support. He was very supportive of the faculty, I guess what I like the most about
him is his character. He’s very easy to work person and very kind.
This instructor discussed their faculty coordinator’s support for tenure as an extension of
the support they had already received from the faculty coordinator. They recognized
that the faculty coordinator supported not just them, but all their instructors. As faculty
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coordinators supported instructors’ growth as teachers, they were well placed to
comment on the contribution of their instructors’ teaching.
Instructors of all ranks taught for TSLC and were supported to do so. Faculty
coordinators were concerned, however, to make sure that TSLC students were exposed
to top level scholarship in their TSLC courses as well. When reflecting on what they
value in their instructors, one faculty coordinator discussed the way they encourage
department chairs to assign recognized researchers to the program.
And I know it’s not that way at all programs, but we really strive to buy them the
best. I mean, and yeah, I think lecturers, graduate assistants, can be great
teachers. But we want to buy experienced faculty. We want them, the students,
to think that we are actively searching to engage them with the institution’s core
faculty who are, yeah, who are doing research in their areas.
TSLC’s goals went beyond the retention and graduation of their students at any cost but
sought to promote their academic development. For this faculty coordinator that meant
making sure they expose students to “the best,” “experienced faculty,” “who are doing
research in their areas.” For this faculty coordinator, it was important for students to be
able to engage with researchers because it provided unique academic opportunities for
them. They go on:
You’ve got people who are doing research, publication, nationally-known
sometimes, or are on their way to being nationally-known. And the student has
the opportunity to work with that person. And sometimes the co-curricular
projects or the particular emphases within the class are based on that person’s
research.
These passages illustrate the value faculty coordinators placed on having instructors
who engage in research.
As discussed previously, as faculty themselves, faculty coordinators were aware
of the multiple and often conflicting requirements instructors were under. Also as
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discussed, faculty coordinators advocated for instructors to help protect their time so
they could spend more time working towards their practitioner and professional goals.
Beyond the ways they protect instructors’ time already discussed, faculty coordinators
worked to keep any extra meetings as short and relevant as possible. One faculty
coordinator describes how the structured additional meetings to be useful and quick.
Like, "Okay, midterm meetings are over the next two weeks, so we'll be asking
for especially close watchfulness and we'll want a report of the student's grade."
And we'll talk about that. Or we might talk about, "Okay. How are peer mentor,
or [in-class student support] working out for you, the peer academic leaders?
Who's got one? What are you having them do?" So we'll have like a ten-minute
quick, like about a ten-minute little teaching circle.
Each meeting or interaction the faculty coordinator had with instructors is purposeful
and time conscious. In this example, the faculty coordinator describes how they
structured their check-in meetings with second-year instructors to protect their time as
much as possible.
Faculty Coordinators Were a Single Point of Contact for Instructors to TSLC
Faculty coordinators were instructors’ primary contact within TSLC. Instructors
would direct any questions, concerns, insights, recommendations, etc. to them, even if
the issue did not directly pertain to the faculty coordinator’s responsibilities. This
relationship influenced how instructors engaged TSLC students, the way they taught
their TSLC courses, and how they experienced the program. I begin this section by
outlining how faculty coordinators served as single points of contact for instructors. I
then turn to explore how having a single point of contact influenced instructors.
What is a ‘single point of contact’? As previously discussed, TSLC’s
instructors were housed within their own academic units. They reported to their own
department chairs, taught their department courses, worked with their department staff,

187
taught in whatever classroom their courses were assigned, and typically had offices in
their own departments. In general, instructors only interacted with TSLC personnel—
apart from faculty coordinators—at the mandatory meetings or when a staff member
emailed them. With faculty coordinators, however, the situation was different.
Beginning with their initial meeting with them, faculty coordinators began a
professional relationship with each instructor. In their initial meeting, faculty
coordinators discussed the program and its goals with instructors and how the
instructor’s interests and goals intersected with those of the program’s. Faculty
coordinators provided their contact information to instructors and were the primary
people with whom instructors interacted as they began teaching their course. In the
formal meetings that followed the initial meeting and any ad hoc interactions they had
as instructors requested additional support for teaching their courses, faculty
coordinators encouraged instructors to reach out to them if they had any questions,
needs, or issues. When instructors reached out to them, faculty coordinators would
work with instructors to resolve their issues, solve them and report back, or connect
instructors with resources that would. Functionally, faculty coordinators served as a
mesolevel conduit through which instructors could access any and all of TSLC’s
resources.
Inversely, faculty coordinators also served as the connection point for TSLC with
instructors. Faculty coordinators were carbon copied on all emails from TSLC
personnel to instructors or would email instructors to inform them of issues that could
impact them or their students. Faculty coordinators would also invite instructors to
specific TSLC events which they deemed appropriate or desirable for instructors to be
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at or know about. For example, faculty coordinators invited instructors to mid-semester
social events or end-of-year celebrations. In this way, faculty coordinators served as
the mesolevel conduit through which TSLC could access and engage instructors.
In summary, faculty coordinators streamlined and simplified communication with
and from instructors in a way that helped connect instructors to TSLC and TSLC to
instructors.
How having a single point of contact influenced instructors. In this section I
explore how having a single point of contact with and from TSLC influenced how
instructors related to their TSLC students, how they taught TSLC courses, and related
to the program.
Each NU campus used a referral system to allow instructors to alert the campus
and its various departments to emerging issues for students. Instructors could ‘flag’
students who failed to turn in assignments, showed evidence of psychological distress,
or were not attending class. Once flagged, information presumably went to the relevant
department or personnel to support the specific student. Once they raised an alert,
however, from the instructor’s perspective, their concern went into a ‘black box,’ and
they were not informed if or what type of support was offered to the student. Instructors,
therefore, often developed their own protocols for supporting students, which left them
feeling isolated as they worked to support them. Though quoted previously, one
instructor’s description of their process demonstrates this point. When asked how they
handled student issues in their non-TSLC verses TSLC courses, they said:
I talk to my colleagues in my apartment department first. And there are certain
people—the interim dean is [name]. And he was one of my professors when I
went a student here. And I go to him a lot of times for advice on those kinds of
issues too. But usually it's gonna fall on my to handle it, whereas with TSLC,
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there's a support system there with [program director] and others to talk with
them and help beyond what I'm doing. So that's a big difference too.
Though this instructor had supportive personnel within their department they can access
to get advice when trying to navigate a specific student issue, their advice could only be
generic because the student was still taking general elective courses and was not yet
housed within that major and so the instructors and dean likely did not know the student
or the life factors that were influencing their academic performance. No matter how
good the advice was, it was “gonna fall on” this instructor to navigate the situation. In
contrast, within TSLC there was a “support system” where they could get “help beyond
what I’m doing.”
With regards to their TSLC courses, instructors could communicate with faculty
coordinators as an alternative to the referral system so instructors could connect
students to support more quickly. One instructor was encouraged to move away from
using the referral system explicitly for their TSLC courses.
[Faculty coordinator] helped me as far as thinking about—if you're going to—
there's also something called [referral system], which is something we use to
raise red flags for students who we think are struggling. "Instead of doing that,
use TSLC. Just notify us." So that's been something I've been using them for as
far as if I have a student that I think is struggling. Notify them instead of going
into [referral system].
This instructor was proactive in discussing how to refer students who they were
concerned about with the faculty coordinator and was encouraged to “just notify us”
instead of submitting a referral. Referrals for TSLC students eventually found their way
to TSLC but had to be processed by university personnel before being sent to the
program. In order to remove this bureaucratic barrier, this faculty coordinator
encouraged this instructor to notify the program of any concerns they had about the
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students. For this instructor, it changed the way they thought about referring students—
“helped me as far as thinking about.”
Instructors identified three main benefits of TSLC’s “just notify us” policy. First,
the referral system only allowed instructors to report specific, pre-determined issues
about students. This forced instructors to report issues with students reactively and did
not allow instructors to proactively report students before their situations turn into
issues. One instructor described the benefits of TSLC’s “just notify us” policy as they
reflected on the diversity of needs their students faced.
There are also others that I get the feeling are probably a little overwhelmed and
some of those I was sending my messages to [faculty coordinator] about. But I
had somebody to send a message to about because our flag system doesn't
really allow you to flag potential issues that you're seeing in the classroom. It's
always missed assignments or missed class periods and that doesn't cover it all
the time. But I have a few that are kind of checking out a little bit and not giving
me any sort of answer to work with what I'm asking them about it. So those are
the ones that—that's when I feel like I have somebody I can talk to and say, "It's
not that they're not turning stuff in. It's not that they're not doing stuff. It's just I'm
asking them if everything is okay and they're not really giving me any sort of
answer." So yeah. Especially when it comes down to assignments it's nice
having that person.
Though students need support when an issue escalates to the point that it infers with
their academic performance, this instructor recognized that issues were often
recognizable before they turned into problems. Because of the impersonal nature of the
referral system, instructors could not communicate concerns they had about students
that had not yet manifested as problems. In contrast, because instructors could engage
faculty coordinators when they had concerns about students, instructors could discuss
student issues in fine shades that allowed the program to structure supports to help
issues from becoming problems.
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Being able to easily and proactively flag students for support, second, influenced
how instructors perceived their own contribution to students and their quality as an
instructor. One instructor discussed how the impact TSLC’s “just notify us” on their
ability to be a good instructor.
It makes it very easy. If you’re an instructor that cares about students, they make
it very easy to be a good instructor. If you’re willing to put—if you’re the type of
person that is willing to just write that email, they’ll make it very easy for you to
come across as being a very, very good instructor who cares about their students
because they will put all the background legwork. They will hunt the student
down, they’ll send them the emails. They’ll get many multiple people. Their
personal advisor I think is the point of contact—they refer to it as is what I meant
to say—doing all the hunting down for them.
By notifying the faculty coordinator about a student issue, instructors were able to
create a wave of support that helps students with a simple email communication. For
this instructor, being able to generate significant support via an email affirms both their
quality as an instructor and rewards their efforts for being “an instructor that cares about
students.” The “background legwork” this instructor references occurred behind the
scenes, but they know that their communication stimulated the student’s mesolevel
which did “all the hunting down” that would otherwise fall on an instructor to have done
alone, if they were a “good instructor.”
The third benefit of TSLC’s “just notify us” policy is that it encouraged instructors
to be more attentive to student needs. Regardless of the perceived seriousness of the
situation, instructors knew that faculty coordinators would attend to any situation they
raised. One instructor linked the program’s willingness to follow up with students with
the faculty coordinators validating approach to their students.
When they see something positive they acknowledge it. Of course they also
raise sometimes in the meetings some concerns. I mean never about a faculty
member, but they also do a good job. And I think personal relationships and
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being able to help all the time and also—I also think that when this class,
students, are in the meetings it’s very clear that they know those students. If
they don’t know they really take note and follow it up. I had a student who
regularly got lower grades and I chased her for about two months to have our
individual meeting; one particular student that didn’t come in in the first few
weeks. And I communicated with them and they just followed it up. So they take
every significant—everything is significant, even if it’s a minor thing, to them. So
I think they’re very good on that.
There are three linked ideas in this passage: faculty coordinators thought positivity
about students, the personal relationships they had with them, and the trust they had in
them to follow up on anything an instructor identified. Because this instructor could see
the validating approach and sincere concern faculty coordinators had for students, they
reported things even if it was a “minor thing.” The result was that this instructor felt they
can rely on faculty coordinators to take their concerns seriously and were encouraged to
be attentive to a wide array of student needs. A similar sentiment was shared by
another instructor who discussed their ability to contact TSLC to inform them of various
issues “whatever” they were.
We have that—again, we check in, so—and of course, I will also say [faculty
coordinator] and [program director] and the advisors I email them immediately if
somebody's missing class, missing assignments, disruptive or whatever.
This passage showcases an interesting facet of TSLC’s single point of contact
approach. Because the faculty coordinators worked closely with the director and
advisors and vice versa, instructors could tell their concerns to whomever they were
interacting and were confident the info would reach the right person to provide the right
support. The single point of contact approach was intended to simplify and avoid
bureaucratic barriers and so the program did not insist that their instructors followed
strict protocols for communication. The important thing was that students got support,
not how instructors informed the program of those needs. For example, when an
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instructor wanted to host a study session for their students, they emailed the faculty
coordinator.
So for instance, I wanted to do these study sessions, and actually my study
assistant is the one who's leading them, which I didn't know if it would be weird
because I wasn't actually going to be there, but talking to [faculty coordinator],
she got me connected with [staff person]. She's been helping to organize food. I
got the reservation—well, I guess I did the reservation for our room through our
department, but still. They've been very good as far as any time I need
something, they've definitely been able to answer, or help me out, or point me to
the right person. It's always a pretty immediate response which is really nice.
The instructor may or may not have known that the faculty coordinator did not work with
facilities or coordinating these events. Instead of rebuffing the instructor, the faculty
coordinator connected them to the person who could help them. For the instructor, this
interaction reaffirmed they could contact the faculty coordinator for any TSLC related
issue and knew they would be connected to the resources they needed.
Instructors’ confidence in faculty coordinators was not the result of understanding
their role. In fact, most instructors did not know what happens when they emailed
faculty coordinators about students. Their confidence, instead, was based on the
impact their communications had. One instructor, when discussing how faculty
coordinators helped support their relationships with students, explicitly discussed their
ignorance of the behind-the-scenes working and identified this as a benefit of the
program. They say, “I don’t know what goes on on the other end of those email chains,
but that is the number-one benefit of the Thompson program.” Faculty coordinators
would share relevant information with instructors, when appropriate, but would engage
the other elements of TSLC to coordinate support for students. For this instructor,
knowing that students got the support they need without the need for their own
involvement improved their experience of the program.
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The immediate access to support that faculty coordinators facilitated
communicated to instructors that they had access to more supports in TSLC than they
did within their own units. When discussing how faculty coordinators supported their
work with students, one instructor reported:
So there's more resources. There's absolutely more resources and if I have
students that are struggling, I can call TSLC and say, "Hey, here's somebody I'm
concerned about. Here's what's going on. Do you know anything about it?
What can we do?" That's probably the best thing is having somebody that I can
call and, let's help the student.
Instead of having to connect to multiple departments and tracking down students’ other
instructors on their own, instructors could simply contact faculty coordinators when they
had a concern about students who would connect them to those resources. For this
instructor, a call to TSLC provided them access to information about students they
would not easily have been able to access but which empowers them to work
collaboratively to “help the student.”
Apart from just responding to instructors when they have concerns about
students, faculty coordinators reached out to instructors about students in their classes
they were concerned may be facing a difficult time. One instructor discussed how
faculty coordinators proactively informed them of an issue with a student that might
impact their performance in the instructor’s course.
There's a student in my class who may have some things going on; I have no
idea. But I got an email from one of the directors that said, "I've heard that this
student is having difficulty. Has she been attending class?" I'm like, "Yeah, she
hasn't missed." So, I know something's being said somewhere, but it's not
necessarily related to whatever she's doing in my class.
There are several interesting elements in this passage. The first is the instructor’s lack
of precision in describing from whom the message came, though it probably came from
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the faculty coordinator. From the instructor’s perspective, TSLC spoke with a single
voice about students. Second, the communication did not share personal information
about the student that the instructor did not need to know. Even so, the communication
informed the instructor, third, that a specific student was facing an issue that might
impact their performance in their class, encouraging them to remain attentive to the
student’s needs. By proactively reaching out about the student, the program affirmed
their care about the student and provided an opportunity for the instructor to report any
peculiar behavior back to the program so they can support the student.
TSLC instructors were willing to get to know students and engage them on
difficult issues because they knew that if something emerges from those interactions,
they would not be solely responsible for supporting students through those things. This
impacted the type of discussions instructors were willing to engage both in- and out-ofclass. One instructor described a conversation they had in their class where a student
shared personal mental health issues in the midst of a discussion about
multiculturalism.
And they never talk about—people never talk about—mental health. And it's
about multicultural, you know? And it was a great discussion. And she shared
that she has depression. And other people shared because she shared, and she
felt comfortable and everybody else started sharing. I was just like, "Wow." You
know? And then I shared with [program director] and [faculty coordinator] that I
was really surprised that I had so many students that had depression. So and I
think those things are so important for the professor who is teaching those
students to know.
Because this instructor did not shut down this in-class conversation when it entered an
arena that might put burden on them to support a student in ways they were not
comfortable, students were able to share meaningful and personal issues within the
classroom space—an important validating experience. Note the way that the instructor
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immediately transitions from the in-class experience to the discussion they had following
the class with the faculty coordinator and program director. This instructor knew they
could engage people in positions to support the students, which allowed them to learn
“those things” that “are so important for the professor” to know. Another instructor
shared a similar story, but explicitly connected how having access to the program’s
support impacted the way they handled the situation. They explained that one of their
students “had a very significant emotional crisis” and that they did not “want to be
responsible for saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing, making a bad situation
worse.” They continue:
A lot of times it's referring them back to the full-time people in TSLC who have
known them over the course of semester, semester, year after year. That's their
job. That sounds like a cop out but they are more engaged and more in a
counselor role, and because the students know I'm not separate with that world,
that I overlap with it, it doesn't feel like I'm passing them off to them. I'm just
saying yeah, there are other people in your life who are better equipped to help
you negotiate this. I care, and they're like, "We know you care." Yeah, but I
don't want to steer you wrong. I'll tell you what I know about everything in the
world, but this one is a little out of my wheelhouse. Because they know the
faculty and staff have some kind of connection, it doesn't feel like they're being
pushed off. It means they're going from one gentle arm into another gentle arm
that maybe has a little more skill and knows more detail about that student.
By being able to refer the student to resources the student already knew they were
connected to (i.e., TSLC), this instructor was able to engage this student up to the point
with which they were comfortable but were then able to connect them to the resources
that they felt were more equipped to handle the situation. Instead of being a “cop out”
and “passing them off,” this instructor was able to communicate care to the student by
both listening but also by directing them to more suitable resources. Note the way that
the instructor’s connection with the program facilitated this transition both in their mind
and in what they perceive to be the student’s experience—"because the students know
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I'm not separate with that world, that I overlap with it.” Because this instructor was not
responsible for “to be responsible for saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing”
but had “full-time people” in the program to refer the student to, they were able to
engage the student in a validating way.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Not all students who attend college are equally likely to succeed. At-promise
students—low-income, first-generation, and/or racially minoritized students (Ford &
Harris, 1990; Swadener, 1990)—are considerably less likely to enroll, persist, and
graduate from four-year institutions then their white, middle-class peers (Hussar et al.,
2020; McFarland et al., 2019). Recognizing this gap in achievement, institutions, the
U.S. government, and private foundations have attempted to create college going
experiences to support the success of at-promise students, such as first-year seminars,
summer bridge programs, and mentoring program. Despite billions of dollars being
spent per annum on these and other such initiatives—again, TRIO’s budget alone was
$1.06 billion for 2020 (Council for Opportunity in Education, 2019)—little progress has
been made on improving at-promise student success (Aud et al., 2010; Hussar et al.,
2020; McFarland et al., 2019; Seidman, 2005; Shapiro et al., 2017). Most supports for
at-promise students occur at what Tinto (2012) refers to as the ’margins’ of students’
institutional lives—that is, outside of the classroom. Tinto contests institutions “must
focus on improving success in the classroom,” especially for “those who have not fared
well in the past” (p. 6).
Improving students’ success in the classroom requires leveraging instructors to
engage in practices that support at-promise students (Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Tinto,
2012). Instructors are the institutional agents with whom at-promise students interact
most frequently and are best placed to support at-promise students (Rendón, 1994).
Institutions have yet to implement impactful models for supporting instructors in their
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work with at-promise students, and most instructors are left alone to navigate how best
to support their students on their own (Kezar et al., forthcoming). Rendón (1994)
recommends training instructors in how to create educational environments that support
at-promise students. Training-only approaches, however, can take a deficit-orientation
towards instructors, assuming that they are incapable or unwilling to support their
students in meaningful ways. Moreover, training-only approaches neither remove the
systemic barriers that hinder instructors’ abilities to engage their students in supportive
ways nor work to align instructors’ competing goals to promote supportive behaviors.
How can institutions support instructors who work with at-promise students? This
simple question initially motivated this study and informs its purpose.
The TSLC program retains and graduates at-promise students at higher rates
than their host NU campuses do their traditional students (Melguizo et al., 2020). The
program only employs staff and does not hire their own instructors but works with
academic departments to staff TSLC-only sections of general elective courses. In
exploring how TSLC supports its students, the PASS research team identified a
phenomenon they termed ecological validation that creates interconnected and
validating experiences for its students (Hallett et al., 2021; Kitchen et al., forthcoming).
I adopted ecological validation in conjunction with Austin’s (2011) systems
approach as the frameworks for this study to investigate how the programs’ faculty
coordinators work to integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation in ways
supports their work with the program’s at-promise students. I used a qualitative
multiple-case study approach to answer three questions:
1. How do faculty coordinators support TSLC instructors?
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2. How do faculty coordinators integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological
validation?
3. How do faculty coordinators perceive their influence on at-promise students in
the TSLC program?
The overall purpose of this study was to understand how the structural support of faculty
coordinators helped integrate instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation.
In the sections that follow, before discussing the limitations of this study and the
implications of my research for practice and future research, I discuss how my findings
answered my research questions, the three major ideas which emerged from this study,
and how my study contributes to the literature.
Discussion of Findings
The overall finding of this multiple-case study is that faculty coordinators
influence instructors’ instructional practices, relationships, and connection to resources
and the program by integrating them into the program’s ecological validation by
engaging in mesolevel practices that promote the mission of the program—i.e., the
success of the at-promise students. I explore this in three sections. After I explore how
my findings answer each of my research questions, I elaborate the three main ideas
that emerged as I answered each research question. Before doing so, however, I
differentiate the faculty coordinator role from a common trend on many campuses:
course coordinators.
How Do Faculty Coordinators Differ from Course Coordinators?
For those unfamiliar with the phenomenon, the faculty coordinator role may
sound similar to the common trend of course coordinators. There are, however, specific
aspects of their relative deployment which differentiate these two roles. “At a minimum,”
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Williams et al., (2021) explain, “a course coordinator centrally manages common course
elements (e.g., syllabi, homework, exams, pacing) and facilitates regular instructor
interactions about teaching (e.g., meetings, listservs, message boards)” (p. 4). Table 6
presents an overview of the differences between the two roles.

Table 6
Faculty Coordinators Compared with Course Coordinators
Characteristics

Faculty Coordinators

Course Coordinators

Area of focus

Across multiple course types

For one specific course offering

Departmental
focus

Interdepartmental

Within one specific department

Work with
departments

Mesolevel influence

Peer work with instructors

Influence over
instructors

Indirect via requesting or vetoing
instructors

Peer; dependent on dean or
department chair support

Meeting load

Before and 2x during semester

Frequent (i.e., weekly) meetings
throughout semester

Meeting focus

Student issues or instructor
challenges

Common materials and
pedagogical issues

Primary aim

Student success

Common course experience

Primary
mechanism/s

Encourage validating approaches
and connect instructors and
students to resources and
opportunities across campus

Creates common course materials
(e.g., syllabi, course pacing,
exams)

Common element

Students

Course

Shared students?

Yes

No

Standardize
content delivery?

No

Yes

Influence over
students

Across multiple courses

Within one specific course for one
semester
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The primary difference between faculty coordinators and course coordinators is
that course coordinators work within a specific department to coordinate the materials
and approaches of a specific course offering (e.g., pre-calculus) whereas faculty
coordinators work across departments and course offerings to promote validating
approaches for their students. Simply put, course coordinators focus on courses
whereas faculty coordinators focus on supporting instructors to support students.
Though both have been shown to be useful in promoting active learning techniques
among instructors (Williams et al., 2021; Toccoli & Hallett, 2021), their roles differ in
scope, purpose, mechanisms utilized, and duration of influence on students.
There are several similarities between the faculty coordinators and course
coordinators that are worth noting, which also serves to help highlight the difference
between the two roles. Both coordinator types seek to promote access to resources
and increased communication for instructors. For course coordinators, that primarily
means connecting instructors to professional development opportunities and solving
specific pedagogical issues pertaining to specific aspects of a specific courses’ design.
For faculty coordinators, however, resources are primarily oriented around supporting
instructors as they navigate recurring or ad hoc student issues, and the communication
is primarily in relationship to students’ other mesolevel agents (instructors, program
staff, etc.) for a specific term and with the program.
Another interesting similarity between the roles is how both can be conceived of
as creating an ecological system of support. Course coordinators create a system of
support that centers the instructors of a specific course and seeks to develop them over
time (Williams et al., 2021). In this context, instructors are the primary persons which
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the ecology supports. Faculty coordinators, on the other hand, seek to connect
instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation that centers the program’s students whom it
seeks to develop over time. In this context, students are the primary persons which the
ecology supports. Though course coordinators have been shown to be helpful in
supporting adoption of active learning strategies (Williams et al., 2021), their
deployment within single departments and for specific courses makes it unlikely they
could facilitate and connect instructors to an ecological validation which would support
the success of at-promise students throughout their college experience. It is possible
that if course coordinators were to coordinate their work with course coordinators of
other courses to facilitate an ecology of validation—that is by working with other
coordinators across students’ first or second-year courses with an emphasis on
promoting validating teaching practices, working with their instructors to center student
experience, and connecting instructors and students to resources—perhaps they could
be leveraged to support at-promise student success.
Answering My Research Questions
In this section I explore how my themes helped answer my research questions
and discuss the significance of these findings.
Research Question #1: How do faculty coordinators support TSLC
instructors? Faculty coordinators support TSLC instructors in various ways, both in
microlevel and mesolevel interactions. I had expected faculty coordinators would
support instructors chiefly through the explicit communication of expectations in
formalized contexts. Though formalized interactions with faculty coordinators did
support instructors, I was surprised to find that faculty coordinators primarily supported

204
instructors by connecting them to the various elements of their, the students,’ and the
larger campus’ ecologies. Faculty coordinators’ formalized interactions with instructors
was limited to the various all-instructors meetings schedule before and during the
semester. Instead of expounding on their expectations for instructors in these formal
spaces, faculty coordinators used these times to encourage instructors to reflect on their
experiences in working with the program’s students and to connect instructors to the
other mesolevel agents of students’ ecologies, namely one another and program staff.
In what follows I explore how the various microlevel and mesolevel interactions by
which faculty coordinators support instructors.
Supporting validating teaching practices. One of the ways faculty coordinators
supported instructors was by supporting validating teaching practices via both their
microlevel engagements with instructors as well as their mesolevel influence across
instructors’ and students’ ecologies. In terms of their microlevel engagements with
instructors, faculty coordinators centered students’ backgrounds and characteristics in
their interactions with instructors and helped them reflect on how students’ identities,
backgrounds, and characteristics would influence their classroom experiences. In their
initial interactions with instructors, faculty coordinators discussed TSLC students’
characteristics and the program’s goals with instructors to ensure instructors understood
TSLC’s student population so instructors could adopt instructional practices that
leveraged student strengths.
Both trainings and mid-semester meetings were devoted to discussing issues
instructors faced as they worked with TSLC’s student population, including identifying
students by name who were struggling or succeeding. Though the courses they taught
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were typically general education courses, these meetings allowed instructors to discuss
their students with the students’ other instructors to get information that helped
contextualize student issues so they could make arrangements to support students
facing difficulties. The meetings promoted an asset-based orientation towards students,
as faculty coordinators helped instructors understand how students’ academic issues
were often rooted in out-of-class circumstances, not in the students’ academic
capacities. These interactions encouraged instructors to see students as whole people
who were academically capable but faced complicated situations that threatened their
success.
Faculty coordinators were able to promote validating teaching practices in
microlevel engagements with instructors because of their status as faculty. When
facing pedagogical or class-related issues, instructors were able to lean on faculty
coordinators for advice or guidance because faculty coordinators were themselves
faculty. Faculty coordinators had or were still teaching TSLC courses and had
successfully worked with the TSLC populations for years. Instructors—especially new,
contingent, and graduate student instructors—viewed faculty coordinators as mentors
who could inform their practice and as resources from whom they could seek guidance
for instructional success. In those circumstances when they were concerned about how
best to approach teaching their TSLC class or solve a student issue, instructors were
able to approach faculty coordinators for additional support. Sometimes faculty
coordinators would provide practical support by way of providing sample syllabi or
lesson plans. Faculty coordinators would also use the opportunity to affirm the
instructors’ capacities as a good instructor who was engaging in appropriate
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pedagogical practices and encourage them to teach the course in the ways they thought
best. Because faculty coordinators were faculty, instructors were confident they were
receiving sound advice from a source that understood both the students they were
teaching and the various pressures under which they operated.
Faculty coordinators supported validating teaching practices through engaging
instructors’ mesolevels. The impact of faculty coordinators’ mesolevel roles are seen in
four areas. First, faculty coordinators worked directly with departmental leadership to
create TSLC-only sections of general elective courses and to staff those courses. In
this role, faculty coordinators were able to help departments understand TSLC’s
purpose and mission, its importance to the university, and to create buy-in for it. Faculty
coordinators were able to contextualize TSLC’s validating approach towards students
and encouraged departments to support their instructors as they engaged in these,
often time consuming, interactions. Through their work, departments and campus
leadership came to see supporting TSLC as mutually beneficial—to the point that
department chairs would identify instructors for whom they thought the mission of TSLC
would reinstate. This mesolevel work was important for helping align instructors’ goals
while teaching for TSLC, but I will discuss that in the next section.
Second, faculty coordinators used mesolevel interactions to remove bureaucratic
red tape that could hinder instructors’ work with students. Faculty coordinators worked
closely with the other TSLC staff with whom they would share student specific
information. Instructors relied on faculty coordinators as their single point of contact for
the program and would direct any inquiry they had about the program to their faculty
coordinator. Instead of rebuffing these approaches when they fell outside of their
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specified responsibility, faculty coordinators would either connect instructors with
whomever was best placed to answer the question and report back to the instructors or
would connect instructors directly with those resources. The inverse was also true.
When an instructor shared information or an issue with someone other than the faculty
coordinator (e.g., program staff), the staff member would share that information with the
faculty coordinator to ensure the issue was addressed. By sharing information along
instructors’ mesolevels, TSLC and faculty coordinators were able to create an
environment of collaboration and mutual support that freed instructors from the burden
of having to navigate additional bureaucracy to coordinate support for their students.
Third, faculty coordinators leveraged their mesolevel role to connect instructors
to other resources as well as advocating for instructors in various contexts. Faculty
coordinators understood instructors were essential for students’ success and—since
they were faculty themselves—understood that instructors’ time was often consumed by
non-teaching related responsibilities. By connecting instructors to resources, faculty
coordinators helped free instructors from having to navigate campus bureaucracy to find
and connect with supports. Moreover, by actively advocating for instructors in various
contexts and with various campus leaders, faculty coordinators helped protect
instructors’ time so they could “do the work that they're really good at,” i.e., working with
students and research. By connecting instructors to resources and through their
advocacy, faculty coordinators were able to link the importance of protecting instructors
with supporting student success.
Fourth and lastly, faculty coordinators used their mesolevel position to encourage
instructors to engage in validating interactions with their students. Though the
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university provided a referral system and offered multiple student supports, when a
student issue arose, some instructors felt they had to solve it on their own. Student
issues—especially the issues TSLC’s at-promise students were facing—were often
beyond what instructors felt they were capable of handling. Instructors were hesitant of
getting to know their students or engaging them in ways that might provoke students to
reveal issues they felt incapable of navigating. Within TSLC, however, faculty
coordinators provided instructors with a single point of contact whom they could contact
about student related concerns. By simply contacting the faculty coordinator, instructors
knew they could connect students with a support system that would work with students
to make sure they got the emotional, psychological, and/or academic support they
needed. TSLC instructors were more willing to engage students in interpersonally and
academically validating practices that might surface difficult issues because they did not
have to bear the burden of coordinating student support or navigating institutional
structures with which they did not otherwise interact.
Beyond providing a point of contact for instructors whose students faced
exceptional issues, instructors were able to utilize faculty coordinators as points of
contact to coordinate support for students whose behavior or actions suggested an
issue might be emerging in their lives. TSLC instructors were able to contact faculty
coordinators to express concern about a student’s attitude, performance, or behavior
they thought might be the prelude to a larger issue. The result was that 1) student
issues were often identified and addressed before they were able to negatively impact
their performance in the classroom and 2) instructors were empowered to attend to
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students proactively because they knew they could generate significant and meaningful
support for a student by simply reaching out to their faculty coordinator.
Aligning instructors’ goals. Instructors operate within multiple contexts within the
university and have multiple, and sometimes, conflicting incentive and pressures
pertaining to those contexts (Austin, 2011). Faculty coordinators help support
instructors by working at instructors’ micro- and mesolevels to align instructors’ various
goals with their teaching in TSLC.
Faculty coordinators work directly with instructors to help align their teaching in
TSLC with their personal goals. Particularly in their initial interactions with instructors
and via the pre-semester half-day training, faculty coordinators help TSLC instructors
understand how their work impacts TSLC’s students. Instructors often enter non-TSLC
classrooms with little-to-no knowledge of who their students are, what preparation they
have had, or what connection they have with the university. By meeting with instructors
before the semester begins, faculty coordinators were able to help instructors
understand TSLC’s students’ backgrounds, characteristics, typical struggles, the
strengths they bring to the classroom, and the support both instructors and students will
receive as during the semester. Instructors entered TSLC classrooms with a general
knowledge of who their students were and know that they alone were not responsible
for student success. Resultingly, instructors were able to craft lessons and plan
pedagogical strategies that were likely to engage the students. When issues did arise,
instructors know they could engage support for themselves or for the students by
contacting the faculty coordinator.
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In their interactions with instructors before and throughout their teaching within
TSLC, faculty coordinators get to know instructors and their motivations for teaching.
Faculty coordinators are able to help instructors connect their own personal motivations
for teaching with TSLC’s mission. Moreover, by providing feedback to instructors about
the impact of their teaching on TSLC students, faculty coordinators helped instructors
recognize that their work in TSLC is meaningful which reinforced the value of their
efforts. Instructors came to see their efforts as an important part in TSLC’s success,
which further reinforced their own value and capacity as instructors and promoted
attachment to the program.
Faculty coordinators helped create a context in which instructors were also able
to peruse their practitioner ambitions by creating an environment wherein instructors
could improve their instructional practice within a collaborative context. Instructors who
desired to improve their instructional practice were encouraged to try strategies they
often hesitated to implement in their non-TSLC courses. By providing the freedom to
utilize the instructional approaches they deemed best, faculty coordinators both affirmed
the instructors’ innate capacities to teach and helped instructors recognize their own
capacity to successfully support at-promise students. Instructors were encouraged to
recognize the potency of their practice and often developed teaching approaches they
took back with them to their own departments. This is not a process instructors had to
engage in on their own. Faculty coordinators offered themselves as resources for
instructors and worked to connect instructors with others from whom they could learn
from or receive support.
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Beyond the innate value they assigned to their teaching or the personal and
departmental impact of improving their own teaching practice, instructors also had to
balance various professional ambitions. Instructors’ professional ambitions differed
according to their rank within the university. For contingent instructors, faculty
coordinators helped create a context where the value of their work could be recognized
in tangible ways. Some adjuncts who began teaching for TSLC were hired as
professors of practice based on the quality of their teaching.
For pre-tenure instructors, faculty coordinators’ work at the mesolevel helped
contextualize the value of teaching within TSLC for the university, departments, and
program. Instructors did not have to justify that their TSLC teaching was valuable to the
department in tenure/promotion conversations because faculty coordinators had already
helped department chairs understand 1) that instructors who taught in TSLC would
come back to teach their departmental courses as better instructors and 2) instructors’
work in TSLC directly supported the departments by helping students who were often
non-successful in their general education courses be successful. Though faculty
coordinators did not think departments considered teaching in TSLC more important
than their other teaching, they helped departments understand and appreciate the value
of their instructors teaching in TSLC, even though did not directly in support of the
department itself.
Faculty coordinators also helped protect instructors time for research and other
professional activities important to tenure/promotion. They did so by connecting
instructors to resources and by advocating for instructors in order to help protect their
time, both for teaching and research. They also helped relieve the burden of supporting
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struggling students—a time consuming activity—by serving as a single point of contact
which instructors could utilize to connect students to various TSLC and campus
supports. As faculty themselves, faculty coordinators would also practically support
instructors by writing letters in support of their tenure.
Discussion. Institutions have long struggled to address the achievement gap
between at-promise and White, middle-class students. The traditional approach has
viewed at-promise students from a defect-perspective, interpreting the difference in their
success as a result of deficiencies in at-promise students’ academic or social
preparation for college (Kezar, 2011; Yosso, 2005) and focused institutional efforts on
creating out-of-class interventions or services to support these students’ academic and
social development (Tinto, 2012). Rendón (1994) and others (Kezar, 2011; Yosso,
2005) have critiqued these views, arguing instead that the achievement gap is the result
of structural inequities in the college going experience (Rendón, 1994, 2002) and that
solutions must center classroom experiences and instructors (Kezar & Maxey, 2014;
Tinto, 2012).
Unfortunately, institutions have yet to identify how to structure students’ college
going experiences or how to support instructors to improve instructional practices that
promote at-promise student success. Rendón (1994) suggests that instructors should
be trained in how to create validating classroom environments that support at-promise
students. She contends that “invalidation is built into the present model of teaching and
learning” (p. 45) and that that validating practices signal a departure from traditional
teaching practices that promote competition and view instructors as the primary source
of knowledge. Rendón contends that without proper training in how to improve
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instructional practices, instructors are unlikely to be able to overcome their own
socialization in non-validating approaches to engage in practices that promote atpromise student success. Training-only approaches, however, have not proven
effective in supporting validating teaching practices and are unlikely to do so (Kezar et
al., forthcoming). Training-only approaches can view instructors from a deficitperspective, viewing them as ignorant, incapable, or unwilling to adopt practices that
benefit at-promise students.
The above findings suggest that the structural support offered by faculty
coordinators may be capable of supporting validating teaching practices and helping
align instructors’ goals with teaching at-promise students. In contrast to the deficitorientation of training-only approaches, faculty coordinators engage instructors from an
asset-based perspective, viewing them as capable and willing to support at-promise
students, and helping them understand how their own personal, practitioner, and
professional ambitions are achievable while supporting at-promise students. Faculty
coordinators encourage high quality instructor-student interactions by helping instructors
understand at-promise students backgrounds, barriers, and strengths so instructors
could understand their students, craft classroom experiences that leverage their
strengths, and hone validating teaching practices which improve their craft as
instructors.
Instructors were encouraged to see their students as capable of academic
success and faculty coordinators offer mesolevel support that support validating in- and
out-of-class engagements by linking instructors to other mesolevel agents and
resources that support their teaching. TSLC instructors do not have to navigate student
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issues on their own but can use the faculty coordinator as a single point of contact to
connect students with support. Because the faculty coordinator is also a faculty
member, instructors can connect with faculty coordinators for guidance or pedagogical
support. Moreover, faculty coordinators’ mesolevel interactions within TSLC, with
instructors’ departmental leadership, and campus leadership in general reduces
bureaucracy, creates buy-in for TSLC’s mission, and conditions departments to
understand the value of teaching in TSLC in ways that protect instructors’ time and
allows them to pursue their professional ambitions while teaching in TSLC.
Research Question #2: How do faculty coordinators integrate instructors
into TSLC’s ecological validation? Faculty coordinators integrated instructors into
TSLC’s ecological validation in multiple ways. TSLC was an additional context with
which instructors had to interact and navigate on an already complicated campus.
Instructors, however, did not experience TSLC as another siloed community they had to
penetrate to be effective, but as a collaborative community which helped connect them
with their students and the larger campus community. I had anticipated integration into
TSLC’s ecological validation would promote affinity to the program. That being
integrated into TSLC’s ecological validation impacted how instructors experienced the
campus on a larger scale was surprising to me. I explore this more in the discussion for
this section, but I turn now to how my findings help explain how faculty coordinators
integrated instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation.
Demonstrating validating practices. Faculty coordinators were themselves
validating agents and engaged both students and instructors using validating
approaches—both of which were important for integrating instructors into TSLC’s
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ecological validation. Faculty coordinators were many instructors’ first point of contact
with TSLC and remained their primary point of contact throughout their time. Faculty
coordinators validated students directly on their microlevels in their interactions with
them. They learned their names, affirmed their capacities to solve their own problems
with proper support and training, and actively recognized the contribution of students.
Instructors were not always present or involved when faculty coordinators engaged
directly with students, but when they were they were shown how high expectations and
a recognition of the students’ barriers were not incompatible. Moreover, instructors
knew they could rely on faculty coordinators because they had occupied similar spaces
to themselves and had to navigate similar issues.
For most instructors, the validating approaches and asset-based ways in which
faculty coordinators discussed and supported students on their (i.e., students’)
mesolevels was the primary way in which faculty coordinators demonstrated their
validating approaches toward students with instructors. Faculty coordinators discussed
students by name, knew their stories, and communicated high expectations for TSLC
students. Faculty coordinators encouraged department chairs to assign good, not easy,
instructors for TSLC because the students did not need easy classes to succeed.
Instructors needed to get to know their students and use their own sound judgment in
responding to their educational needs and capacities. In the various meetings, students
were discussed by name and faculty coordinators made sure the students’ program
advisors were present to make sure students entire TSLC mesolevels were present. In
doing so, faculty coordinators promoted an environment wherein students were
discussed from a holistic perspective. Student issues were not the responsibility of any
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individual but of all present, allowing instructors to contribute their own perspective while
understanding their support fit within the larger support students were receiving. By
discussing students in a group setting, faculty coordinators were able to help instructors
identify validating approaches they could adopt in response to student issues. Because
they were aware of the breadth of validating support students were receiving, when
students’ behavior or performance improved, instructors were able connect these
improvements with the validating approaches used within the group, which affirmed
both their own capacity to utilize validating approaches to support students and the
value of engaging students in validating ways in general.
Given my preconceived notions about TSLC’s ecological validation with which I
had begun this study, I had expected to find this. What I did not expect to find was the
impact on instructors of faculty coordinators’ using validating approaches in their
interactions with them, the instructors. By using Rendón’s (1994) 16 characteristics of a
validating classroom environment as my interpretive lens, I found faculty coordinators
clearly engaged in 15 of 16 of them—I felt I had insufficient evidence to affirm the one
about creating an environment that was inclusiveness of women and minorities because
the interviews did not explore how instructors felt their race influenced their experiences
within TSLC.
Using validating approaches to engage instructors impacted instructors in
multiple ways. Faculty coordinators recognized that instructors were already skilled in
their practice, capable, and brought rich experience with them into their teaching.
Instructors were surprised by this and multiple expressed the confidence it helped them
have in approaching TSLC courses—especially during their first semester. As faculty
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coordinators were faculty themselves, instructors received these affirmations as
confirmations of their capacity, not as idle praise, and were encouraged to try
instructional practices they may not have tried before but which they believed would be
useful for the students, such as utilizing active learning techniques and engaging
interpersonally with students. Engaging students interpersonally also benefited the
instructors as it helped them understand students, allowed them to validate students
directly, and allowed students to bring their lives and experiences into the classroom in
ways that illuminated their capacities or struggles.
Faculty coordinators also shared their learning with instructors, valued the
contribution of all instructors, and were themselves willing to learn from instructors.
Faculty coordinators shared their learning with instructors in multiple ways. In
formalized meetings, faculty coordinators would discuss techniques which they found
effective and would even coordinate social time with instructors teaching the courses
they themselves had taught to discuss curriculum and pedagogy. Instructors, especially
new instructors, would reach out to faculty coordinators for additional support by way of
advice, guidance, to request sample materials, or by requesting observation to discuss
a specific issue. Instructors knew they were not alone and that the success of TSLC
students did not solely rely on their unaided efforts. They felt they were part of a
community effort, which affirmed the value of their own contribution. In all-instructor
meetings, instructors were able to actively contribute to supporting students. They were
able to provide information that was essential to support a student which the program
could not have accessed in any other way, again affirming that they and their efforts
mattered in tangible and meaningful ways. When faculty visited the classroom, they
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used it as an opportunity to affirm the instructor’s quality of teaching and to improve
their own practice, which helped instructors see themselves as active and valued
participants within the program.
Faculty coordinators partnered instructors for student support by using active
learning techniques, listening to instructors’ suggestions for the program, and creating
contexts in which instructors could work with one another and the program to ensure the
success of students. For instructors who felt isolated from campus leadership or even
within their own departments, faculty coordinators’ partnership-oriented approach
increased their own sense of effectiveness and value. Instructors knew they would be
heard if they shared ideas and felt they were able to actively contribute to the program’s
operation. Even when faculty coordinators disagreed with instructors on an issue,
instructors felt their insights and contributions were valued. Experienced instructors
came to all-instructor meetings ready to engage because they would learn valuable
information about their students and that their contributions would be received by
others. Instructors were not singularly responsible for the success of TSLC students but
knew they were essential to it.
Faculty coordinators did not dictate how instructors taught their courses but
supported instructors to teach courses in the ways they thought best. In instances
where an instructor’s teaching evaluations were low or when an instructor did not feel
they were connecting with students, faculty coordinators worked with the instructor to a
pathway for them to be successful. Instructors knew faculty coordinators were not out
to get them, but “had their back.” Because they felt supported by faculty coordinators,
instructors were able to be honest about their weaknesses, grow in ways which
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improved their practice, and engage students in the ways they though best without fear
the faculty coordinator would undermine them. Resultingly, instructors were loyal to the
program and viewed their teaching in TSLC as an important part of their university
service and not as an unrelated burden.
Instructors received the most support early in their TSLC teaching career. Before
they entered the classroom, instructors had at least met with faculty coordinators oneon-one and/or undergone four hours of training. Faculty coordinators knew their
instructors and were able to help them connect their own work with the program’s
mission and enter their TSLC classrooms prepared to engage its students. Instructors
could enter their classrooms confident they would be successful and, in those instances
where they did not, were able to receive additional support from the faculty
coordinators. This was as true for experienced instructors as it was for new instructors.
Regardless of rank or time with the program, instructors knew they were supported and
that faculty coordinators would help them be successful in their practitioner as well as
their professional lives within the university.
Faculty coordinators were a single point of contact for instructors to TSLC.
Faculty coordinators were the single points of contact by which instructors could engage
the whole of TSLC’s ecological validation and by which TSLC’s ecology could engage
them. This mesolevel role dramatically influenced how instructors experienced the
program and supported their students. I discuss how having a single point of contact for
instructors impacted their ability engage and support students shortly, but first want to
observe some of the practical benefits of having a single point of contact for instructors.

220
Having a single point of contact simplified the navigational process for
instructors. For any issue or question they had, instructors could direct it to the faculty
coordinator and the faculty coordinator would ensure it would reach the correct person.
This simplified the communication process but also had the benefit of keeping the
faculty coordinator informed of what issues, concerns, or problems instructors were
facing. Having a single point of contact also helped reduce instructors’ bureaucratic
load as they did not have to research what resources were available to address a given
issue, who was the right person to contact about that issue, introduce themselves to
people with whom they had not interacted, write formalized emails to people with whom
they had an uncertain or no relationship, or rely on their own influence within the
university to get support.
As all instructor-related communication funneled through the faculty coordinator,
faculty coordinators were well informed and could contextualize decisions, policies, and
issues for instructors. For example, if an instructor was concerned about the mental
health of a student, the faculty coordinator not only knew the policies and protocols of
the mental health services on campus and would make sure the student was connected
with them, they might have also fielded a concern from another instructor about the
same student and so could contextualize the issue for the instructor or even connect the
two, if appropriate and within FERPA guidelines. Similarly, faculty coordinators were
able to connect instructors to other instructors or staff members who were working with
the same student. This allowed students to receive holistic support but also allowed
instructors to share the load of student support. As faculty coordinators were generally
highly responsive to emails, instructors’ issues or concerns were addressed quickly.
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This communicated to instructors that their messages were meaningful, welcome, and
encouraged them to keep communicating in future, as well as helping them gain access
to the resources they needed in a timely manner.
I now turn to how having a specific point of contact influenced how instructors
and TSLC cared for students. The majority of instructor-faculty coordinator
communication pertained directly to students. Faculty coordinators encouraged
instructors to “just notify us” if they had an issue with a student instead of using the
university referral system. Having a specific point of contact for any student related
issue dramatically impacted how instructors related to students and impacted the type
of support TSLC was able to provide students.
Instructors were frequently able to notify the program of student issues before
they became problems. The university referral system required instructors to identify
their concerns through a predefined list of issues. These items corresponded to
concrete behaviors, actions, or performance indicators which were considered
problematic, such as a student failed an exam or did not submit an assignment. As
faculty coordinators offered themselves as single points of contact for all issues,
instructors were able to report elements that might indicate the development of an issue
which might negatively impact students academically. If a student seemed off, had
acted out of character, or discussed increase stress in their life, instructors could easily
contact the faculty coordinator to let them know so they could investigate and potentially
coordinate support to help keep the issue from negatively impacting the student and
classroom.
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By being able to utilize their faculty coordinator as a point of contact, instructors
were able see the impact of their actions. By contacting their faculty coordinator,
instructors could link their actions with the support a student received. The program did
not regularly report out their interventions to instructors, but instructors could follow up
with the faculty coordinator if the student’s situation improved or worsened and would
often be provided information that impacted how they engaged the student. Again, the
program did not share students’ private information with instructors, but the faculty
coordinator could let an instructor know if there was a known issue or encourage the
instructor to be patient because there was something happening behind the scenes with
the student that was impacting them.
Because instructors knew the program was intervening with students even
though they did not know the specifics, instructors could link their actions with
improvements. A common example of this is when a student missed a class.
Instructors would email the faculty coordinator and the student would be in the next
class or even email the instructor to explain their absence or coordinate making up the
course’s content. Since instructors were confident their communications were valued
and made a difference, they were encouraged to report similar circumstances in future.
Students were thus less likely to have issues compound to the point of negatively
impacting their success in that course.
By connecting the instructor to the student’s circumstances, instructors were able
to accommodate students in reasonable ways. For example, an instructor might be
informed the student just lost a parent and was coordinating support for their siblings for
whom they were now responsible. This instructor could adjust due dates for
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assignments to allow the student to take care of their personal issues without failing
their course.
Instructors were encouraged to be more attentive to students. Instructors knew
that they could link students to supports by simply sending an email and so were more
inclined to report concerns the first time they surfaced. Instructors also did not have to
fear that student issues would fall on their shoulders alone because the program would
coordinate any supports the student needed. All they had to do was report them.
Instructors could engage students in interpersonally validating ways because if
issues emerged they felt they could not handle, they had a simple way of connecting
students with the full resources of the TSLC program and that the program would
coordinate campus supports, when appropriate. Instructors did not feel guilty handing
students off to the program because they knew the ways in which the program was
already connected to the student and that the program would ensure the student got the
care they needed. Instructors did not have to fear losing time or entering into areas
beyond their capacity to support student needs, which helped reduce the risk of
engaging the students on personal and, sometimes, complicated issues.
Being able to connect students to supports quickly, easily, and effectively
increased instructors’ sense of efficacy as an instructor. Instructors valued their ability
to help students be successful. They knew they could get students the support they
needed by only sending an email and so were encouraged attend to student issues.
Getting students the help they needed affirmed their own effectiveness, positively
impacting how they viewed themselves as instructors.
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Instructors also reported successes to faculty coordinator. Faculty coordinators
encouraged instructors to view students as capable agents who sometimes need
support but who were capable of success. As single points of contact, faculty
coordinators were able to promote this validating approach by encouraging instructors
to highlight noteworthy actions or behaviors of students, or even of an entire class.
In summary, faculty coordinators helped connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological
validation by serving as single points of contacts. Faculty coordinators removed the
navigational and bureaucratic hurdles instructors normally must overcome to connect
students with support. Instructors were able to proactively engage students without fear
that they would be responsible for supporting students in time-consuming ways or on
issues they felt were beyond their capacity to handle. Students were often connected to
resources before an issue became a problem that could impact their academic success.
Conversely, instructors felt empowered to engage students in validating ways, which
improved the classroom environment, increased instructors’ allegiance to the program,
and positively impacted the way instructors understood their own efficacy as instructors.
Supporting validating teaching practices. The third way in which faculty
coordinators helped connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological validation was by
supporting validating teaching practices. As I have already described the ways in which
faculty coordinators’ support of validating teaching practices helped support instructors
in response to my first research question, I will draw out only the specifics of how
supporting validating teaching practices helps instructors connect to TSLC’s ecological
validation.
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First, faculty coordinators helped instructors understand how their efforts as
validating agents positively impacted students and worked with instructors in group and
one-on-one settings to develop those practices. Faculty coordinators encouraged
instructors to get to know their students, to use active teaching methods, to invite
students’ backgrounds in the classroom, and to discuss students by name with other
mesolevel agents. As instructors engaged students in validating ways, they came to
understand the complex situations many students had to navigate to even be in college,
let alone to perform at the level they were. For example, instructors often learned that
despite the scholarship they received, many students worked one or more jobs to
support, not only themselves, but their families. By getting to know their students,
instructors recognized that many of the issues they might have been inclined to interpret
as academic deficiencies were in fact rooted in students’ complex life circumstances.
Faculty coordinators actively worked with instructors to help support these students,
which allowed instructors to feel like they were part of a success team for the students,
and not singular agents who were themselves singularly responsible for the students.
Faculty coordinators did not simple handle student situations alone, but, second,
connected instructors with the students’ other mesolevel agents—staff and other
instructors—who were or had worked with the student. Faculty coordinators invited all
those working with students to mid-semester meetings. By bring agents together,
faculty coordinators were able to connect the various mesolevel agents working with a
specific set of students in a way that promoted detailed, often student specific
conversations and collaborations. At these meetings, instructors were able to both
contribute directly to the support of specific students but also to receive support and
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advice for how they could support their students. These meetings were physical
manifestations of the ecology which supported students and the validating approaches
utilized by faculty coordinators in this meeting set the tone for the type of approaches
that would be utilized by the assembled mesolevel agents.
Third and lastly, faculty coordinators adopted a developmental approach to
supporting validating teaching practices. Instructors were introduced to TSLC’s
ecological validation in their initial meeting with faculty coordinators. In these meetings,
faculty coordinators introduced two important ideas. One idea was that TSLC students
were capable of academic success. Via this asset-based framework, faculty
coordinators helped instructors understand that TSLC students were just as capable as
non-TSLC students to succeed, but that many had challenging life circumstances which
threated that success. The second idea was that the entire program—staff, instructors,
faculty coordinators, and peer mentors—worked collaboratively to support students.
Instructors were introduced to the aims, structure, and supports offered by the program.
Both of these ideas were reinforced throughout instructors’ time within the program,
beginning with the initial conversation they had with faculty coordinators and continued
through the pre-semester half-day training, mid-semester meetings, classroom visits,
and ad hoc engagements with faculty coordinators. These subsequent interactions put
these initial ides into action and provided continued opportunity for instructors to reflect
on students’ capacities and needs and how they could leverage the program’s ecology
to support their students. Instructors were not expected to enact validating practices
alone or only after a single training but could iterate on how they taught their courses
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and engaged students with the continued support from both faculty coordinators and
other mesolevel agents.
Discussion. High-quality interactions with instructors are important for all
students (Allen, 2010; Anaya & Cole, 2001; Bjorklund et al., 2004; Carini et al., 2006),
and especially at-promise students as they are less likely to interact frequently with
other institutional agents (Kezar et al., 2015; Tinto, 2012). Unfortunately, at-promise
students often have negative interactions with their instructors (Museus & Neville, 2012;
Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006). The common institutional response of training-only
approaches for instructors to support students have proven ineffective because they fail
to address the structural elements that hinder instructors from being able to engage in
high-quality interactions with at-promise students (Kitchen et al., forthcoming). In light
of these findings, it appears that integrating instructors into ecological validation is a
potential way institutions can support high-quality interactions between students and
instructors.
Faculty coordinators connected instructors to TSLC’s ecological validation by
demonstrating validating practices in their interactions with students and instructors
themselves, by being a single point of contact for instructors, and by supporting
validating teaching practices. TSLC’s ecological validation creates a context wherein
instructors are connected to program and campus resources which support their work
with students and are supported while they develop validating practices. Faculty
coordinators demonstration of validating approaches support instructors’ own cultivation
of validating approaches as it sets the tone for how the program engages students,
creates space for instructors to reflect on their own development as validating agents,
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and encourages validation-based collaboration between mesolevel agents to support
students.
Austin (2011) explains that instructors have to operate within multiple contexts
which are not always connected. As single points of contact, faculty coordinators help
alleviate bureaucratic and navigational barriers between instructors and other mesolevel
student supports, which encourages and rewards high-quality interactions between
students and instructors as instructors are not solely responsible for student support.
Instructors are free to engage students without fear of uncovering issues which would
create psychological, time, or emotional burdens that they would have to solve alone.
Inversely, faculty coordinators proactively share appropriate and FERPA compliant
information obtained from other mesolevel agents to which instructors would typically
not have access, but which allows them to better support their students.
In contrast to training-only approaches which can view instructors as either
unaware of how or unwilling to support at-promise students, faculty coordinators support
the adoption of validating teaching practices. Faculty coordinators approach instructors
as willing and capable of supporting students—this is part of how they demonstrate
validating approaches—and work with them to develop practices which are effective.
They do this by helping instructors understand how their work with students promotes
student success, by connecting instructors to other mesolevel agents from whom they
can learn or draw support, and by working with instructors across time to develop and
refine their validating practices. As a result, instructors are empowered to learn how to
be validating agents through an iterative process with built in reflection and affirmation
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points, all while being connected to resources which they can easily access through the
faculty coordinator.
In summary, faculty coordinators help connect instructors to TSLC’s ecological
validation in multiple ways which supports instructors as they learn to and grow in their
ability to engage in high-quality interactions with at-promise students.
Research Question #3: How do faculty coordinators perceive their
influence on at-promise students in the TSLC program? The faculty coordinators in
this study framed their work as supporting TSLC’s students and cited promoting atpromise student success as their primary motivation for taking on the faculty coordinator
role. As I was somewhat familiar with their role before designing this dissertation, I was
surprised to find that faculty coordinators did not perceive themselves as having a direct
impact on TSLC students. Instead, they perceived their impact to be indirect, resulting
from their mesolevel work with instructors, staff, and campus structures. In this section I
explore the ways in which faculty coordinators perceived how their mesolevel work
impacted TSLC’s students.
Supporting validating teaching practices. Faculty coordinators believed
validating classroom experiences shaped TSLC students’ ability to be successful and so
worked with instructors, as already discussed, to promote validating teaching practices.
Faculty coordinators considered their support of validating teaching practices to have
begun, however, with their interactions with department leadership. Faculty
coordinators were not in control over who was assigned to teach TSLC-courses as each
department was responsible for assigning instructors for courses they offered. Unless
they had taught in TSLC themselves, departmental leadership had limited relationship
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with TSLC and their primary connection to the program was their interactions with the
faculty coordinators. Faculty coordinators first task, therefore, was to help chairs and
deans understand what the program was, who its students were, the impact it had on
supporting the success of those students, and the role their instructors would play in
promoting that success. As departments might be inclined to keep their best instructors
to teach courses that directly benefited the department, faculty coordinators
demonstrated how the departments’ support of the program would in fact benefit its and
the university’s students.
Part of this work included explaining TSLC’s approach to teaching and the
expectations it placed on its instructors, including the use of validating and studentcentric approaches. By helping leaders understand the approach to teaching the
program encouraged, faculty coordinators were able to help shape the way departments
supported their instructors while teaching TSLC courses. TSLC courses were generally
capped at 25 students and some leaders may have been tempted to view instructors
assigned to a TSLC course as having extra time which could be leveraged to serve the
department. By working with leaders, faculty coordinators were able to help them
understand that the extra time that may result from smaller classes would be spent in
getting to know and supporting students. One faculty coordinator called this work
‘advocacy’ as they worked to protect instructors’ time so they would have the ability to
work with students without having to balance additional responsibilities. Faculty
coordinators explained that departments came to see teaching in TSLC as a type of
training that would help their instructors be more effective in their other courses.
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Once an instructor was assigned to teach a TSLC course, faculty coordinators
helped that instructor understand the expectations of the program for their position and
encouraged them to get to know their students collectively and individually. As
previously discussed, they did this through formal and informal actions with instructors
in both one-on-one and group settings and by connecting them with other mesolevel
agents within the students’ ecology. Faculty coordinators saw their work with
departments and instructors as a continuation of the same efforts—to support the
development of validating teaching practices that promoted student success.
Faculty coordinators were a single point of contact for instructors to TSLC.
Though they interacted with students directly in formalized settings, such as TSLC
events, faculty coordinators primarily supported students by connecting their mesolevel
agents to create ecological support that could provide wrap-around support when adhoc issues arose. Faculty coordinators were aware of who TSLC students were and
what struggles they often faced. Moreover, as faculty themselves, they were also
familiar with how instructors are often isolated from the campus-based supports offered
to support students. Faculty coordinators worked with instructors, program staff, and
campus-based units to coordinate student support in a unified way. They did this by
building relationships with each segment of the campus and by sharing information
along these mesolevel channels when relevant and FERPA appropriate. Faculty
coordinators recognized the value and contribution of these units and, instead of trying
to reproduce them within TSLC, worked to leverage their offerings to support students.
For example, as TSLC students generally faced difficult and complex personal
situations, they often benefited from counseling services. Several of the campuses,
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however, set a maximum number of visits students could have with campus-based
counselors without incurring out-of-pocket costs. Faculty coordinators worked the
campus counseling service to arrange additional counseling offerings for TSLC
students. Though this work occurred in the background and most instructors were
unaware of it, as faculty coordinators were instructors’ primary point of contact with the
program, when they reported that a student had an issue that required professional
care, faculty coordinators were able to connect the student with counseling support.
Faculty coordinators viewed their role as specific points of contact for instructors
as an important mechanism to support instructors in supporting students. Faculty
coordinators worked to protect instructors’ time for engaging students. By utilizing a
‘just notify us’ policy, faculty coordinators were able to help make sure students were in
class and ready to learn by coordinating mesolevel support for students on instructors'
behalf whenever they reached out if a student missed a class or had an issue. As their
role as specific points of contact connected instructors to TSLC but also TSLC to
instructors, faculty coordinators would also proactively reach out to instructors if an
issue arose for one of their students that might impact their class, leaving instructors
free to focus to support students in their class, and not having to investigate issues on
their own. Moreover, instructors were able to engage students in interpersonally
validating without the fear that they would have to work through complex issues with
students because they were able to activate the students’ entire mesolevel by just
letting the faculty coordinator know of an issue.
Faculty coordinators thought that by making it easy for instructors to connect
students to support, they were actively improving student experience. They thought this
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for two reasons. First, they believed that instructors would be more likely to report
potential issues if they could do so by sending an email directly to someone they knew
who would coordinate the necessary support instead of submitting a referral which was
a functional ‘black box’ for them. And second, the university referral system allowed
instructors to submit concerns about problems. As single points of contact, faculty
coordinators were able to encourage instructors to report not just student problems, but
successes.
Demonstrating validating practices. Faculty coordinators perceived their
demonstration of validating approaches when dealing with both students and instructors
as positively benefitting TSLC students. In terms of their interactions with students,
faculty coordinators understood their interactions to have both a micro- and mesolevel
impact on students. On the microlevel, faculty coordinator used validating practices
when engaging students with to help students feel connected to the program and
capable of success. They got to know students’ names, learned, and remembered their
stories, and helped them solve navigational issues.
Though faculty coordinators did help solve students’ problems, their main goal
was to help them gain the capacity to solve their own issues. Faculty coordinators
talked about the need to help students advocate for themselves and to take
responsibility for their learning because, if they or the program simply solved issues for
them, students might succeed their first two years when the program was there to help
them but would not be equipped for success in years three and following. They thus
adopted the approach of teaching students how to solve the issue they were facing and
connecting them to the resources they needed to utilize so they could do it on their own
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if needed. When issues arose that were anomalistic or too complex, faculty
coordinators would intervene by engaging the relevant mesolevel agents to smooth
those issues. An example of a complex issue was when undeclared students got
wrong, conflicting, or ambiguous information from their campus-based academic
advisors and were in danger of having their plan of study negatively impacted. Faculty
coordinators would either advise students directly or would reach out to the academic
advisors to clarify how TSLC requirements related to campus requirements so they
could provide students with sound information that would enable their success.
Faculty coordinators utilized similar approaches when interacting with instructors
as they did when interacting with students. Faculty coordinators acted as mentors to
the program’s instructors and considered themselves responsible for students’ in-class
experiences within TSLC. Faculty coordinators worked closely with department chairs
to encourage them to assign instructors who would fit the program. They also worked
with instructors to develop validating and engaging teaching practices.
Once assigned, faculty coordinators engaged instructors to utilize validating
approaches to help develop them into validating agents. Faculty coordinators got to
know instructors, their motivations, and explained how they and the program would
support them throughout their teaching in TSLC. Their goal was not to create a unified
teaching style for TSLC, but to help instructors become validating agents who would
bring their own unique perspective and approach to the classroom in order to support
TSLC students.
Discussion. Rendón (1994) explains that any institutional agent can validate atpromise students: instructors, staff, and administrators can engage students from
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strength-based perspectives, connect them to resources, and affirm their capacity to
succeed academically and impersonally in college. At-promise students, however, tend
to interact less with institutional agents outside of classrooms as they have time,
familial, and work responsibilities that impact their ability to engage in institutional life.
In light of these realities, researchers (Kezar et al., 2015; Tinto, 2012) recommend
institutions create structures that center classrooms and interactions with instructors as
they seek to support at-promise students. Research has yet to identify what these
structures are, how they operate, and exactly how students benefit from them (Kezar et
al., forthcoming). My findings suggest that the mesolevel role faculty coordinators
occupy in relationship to instructors may provide a way forward.
Faculty coordinators believe that their mesolevel interactions with instructors,
program staff, and institutional leadership impacts students’ classroom going
experiences. Their mesolevel work can be broken down into three related but distinct
functions: support instructors’ teaching practices, bring mesolevel agents together within
ecological validation to coordinate holistic student support, and create an environment
wherein instructors can develop as validating agents. Faculty coordinators support
instructors teaching practices by working with campus leadership to protect instructors’
time and help align instructors’ goals with their work in the program. As instructors are
hired, housed, and promoted within their own academic departments, faculty
coordinators engage departmental leadership to help them understand how instructors
contribute to the goals of the program and to help departments view their work in TSLC
as valuable for the university and their own academic units. Faculty coordinators refer
to this work as ‘advocating’ for instructors and see their efforts and protecting instructors
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time so they can engage in high-quality interactions with students in- and outside of the
classroom.
As single points of contact, faculty coordinators allow instructors to activate
students’ various supports by simply contacting them about any student related issue.
Instructors are expected and freed to engage students and when they recognize issues,
contact the faculty coordinator so the faculty coordinator can coordinate the mesolevel
supports available to the students. Instructors are not responsible for coordinating this
support and often do not know what type of supports students receive, but recognize
that students who miss class return, or students facing complicated situations are
offered support that help them return to and focus on class. Faculty coordinators also
inform instructors of issues their students may be facing so instructors can contextualize
students’ behavior or performance within from a holistic perspective. Instructors can
then create pathways for students be successful in ways that accommodate these
circumstances or validate their work in light of the larger life circumstances with which
they are dealing.
Faculty coordinators also demonstrate validating practices in their interactions
with both students and instructors. This helps set the tone for how TSLC instructors are
expected to engage TSLC students and provides models of behavior which instructors
can adopt as they work with students. Perhaps the most surprising finding of this entire
study is the way faculty coordinators’ adoption of validating approaches towards
instructors support their ability to engage in high-quality interactions with students. By
adopting validating approaches in relation to instructors, faculty coordinators create
opportunity for instructors to develop as validating agents. Instructors enter TSLC
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without training in working with at-promise student populations and having already
formed teaching practices in their work in the campus at large. Faculty coordinators
help connect instructors to other mesolevel agents that support validating practices,
engage instructors from a strength-based perspective that encourages instructors to
view themselves as capable of validating students, creates an environment wherein
instructors are free to develop as validating agents without fear that their incapacity will
result in their removal from the program or hurt the students because, lastly, their efforts
towards supporting students are recognized and celebrated but are also treated as part,
and not the entire source, of student support.
In summary, faculty coordinators mesolevel work with instructors, program staff,
and campus leaders helps create an environment wherein instructors are empowered
and freed to focus on supporting the students in their class. By supporting validating
teaching practices through mesolevel engagements with departmental leadership,
serving as single points of contacts for instructors, and demonstrating validating
approaches, faculty coordinators believe they influence students’ classroom
experiences and their ability to engage in high-quality interactions with their instructors.
The Three Big Ideas
The necessity of this section became evident as I began articulating how my
themes answered my research questions. The three ideas here presented emerged as
small, unnamed ideas but as I continued my work, it became apparent these were the
main findings of my study. They are: being the bridge, aligning goals, and influencing
teacher pedagogy. I will explore each in turn.
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Being the bridge. Throughout this dissertation I discuss the significance of the
faculty coordinators’ mesolevel work, both in how they worked across instructors’
mesolevels and helped connect instructors to students’ other mesolevel agents, as well
as how they connected instructors to resources. By being the bridge for instructors to
the campus, TSLC, and resources, faculty coordinators removed the burden for
instructors of having to navigate NU and TSLC’s bureaucracies in order to receive
support as the worked with or activate resources to support their students. By being the
bridge to these various components of NU and TSLC’s ecologies, faculty coordinators
helped protect instructors’ time and encouraged instructors to engage in high quality
interactions with their students without the concern of uncovering issues that were
beyond their capacity to solve.
Aligning goals. One surprising theme that emerged throughout this study was
the way in which faculty coordinators helped align instructors’ goals with their work for
TSLC. In their initial interactions with instructors, faculty coordinators helped instructors
understand how they could actualize their personal values and motivations for teaching
by providing high quality teaching experiences for TSLC students. As personal
motivations differed from instructor to instructor, faculty coordinators demonstrated
validating practices as they got to know instructors, their stories, and valued the unique
personalities and backgrounds each instructor brought with them. Doing so helped
instructors feel valued, promoted affinity for the program, and affirmed the value of
“spending that extra time” that TSLC required.
Faculty coordinators also helped align instructors’ practitioner ambitions with their
teaching in TSLC. Faculty coordinators encouraged instructors to view teaching in
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TSLC as an opportunity to improve their teaching craft in ways that they could utilize in
their non-TSLC courses as well. Instructors considered teaching in TSLC a
developmental opportunity and worked to incorporate pedagogical approaches they
might not have had the opportunity to try in larger, non-TSLC courses. Faculty
coordinators provided encouragement; practical support by way of materials, feedback,
and coaching; and, through their mesolevel work with departmental leadership, helped
departments value, and encourage their instructors to utilize the opportunity they had in
teaching with in TSLC.
Faculty coordinators also helped connect instructors’ professional ambitions with
their work in TSLC. Faculty coordinators provided practical support for promotion
and/or tenure through the writing of letter and mentorship, but through their mesolevel
work with departmental leadership, helped new and adjunct instructors feel more
comfortable within their own departments and, by providing feedback about instructor
performance, even helped some instructors gain full time teaching posts within those
departments. The overall impact of faculty coordinators’ work of aligning instructors’
goals with their teaching within TSLC was that instructors and departments viewed
teaching in TSLC as an opportunity for growth and good for all parties concerned—the
instructors, the department, and the students—all of which increased buy-in to the
program and encouraged continued support for the program and its mission.
Influencing instructor pedagogy. Though they directly interacted surpassingly
infrequently with their instructors, faculty coordinators influenced instructor pedagogy in
a verity of ways. Faculty coordinators encouraged instructors to utilize validating
teaching practices by helping the instructors adopt a strength-based approach to TSLC
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students, helping instructors understand how they could leverage student strengths in
the classroom, encouraging validating practices (e.g., meeting with students one-on-one
early in the semester), and demonstrating validating practices as they interacted with
both students and instructors. Moreover, by connecting instructors to resources and
other mesolevel agents, faculty coordinators helped instructors feel they could engage
in both academic and interpersonally validating practices without fear they would have
to solve student issues on their own. By engaging instructors in ways which
demonstrated validating approaches, instructors were not afraid of sharing issues with
which they struggling or areas which they perceived to be weakness in their own
practice, as they knew the faculty coordinators would support them and help them grow.
Their almost unrelenting focus on student success helped instructors align their own
work with TSLC’s goals and affirmed both their capacity to successfully support atpromise students as well as the value of “spending that extra time.” The result was that
instructors felt that TSLC made “it very easy to be a good instructor.”
How this Study Contributes to the Literature
This study has drawn from and contributes to several literature bases: studentfaculty interactions, validation theory, and support programs. I will explore how this
study contributes to each literature base in turn.
Contribution to student-faculty interaction literature. The literature on
student-faculty interactions is vast and complicated, though most are concerned with
understanding the impact of faculty interactions on students’ experiences and success
in college. Many studies have explored the positive impact of student-faculty
interactions on student success (Allen, 2010; Anaya & Cole, 2001; Bjorklund et al.,
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2004; Carini et al., 2006; Cox et al., 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) while others
have explored the impact of negative experiences upon students (Ahn & Davis, 2020;
Museus & Neville, 2012; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Rendón, 1994, 2002, 2006; Soria &
Stebleton, 2012).
The unique contribution of this study has been to explore the impact of
instructional leaders which support high-quality interactions between faculty and atpromise students. Rendón (1994, 2002, 2006) and others (Kezar et al., 2015; Tinto,
2012) have discussed the importance of interactions with instructors for at-promise
students as this student population is less likely to engage with other institutional
representatives due to external factors that limit institutional engagement (e.g., working
more than 20 hours a week). How instructors might be leveraged to support at-promise
students, however, is only tangentially discussed. For example, Rendón (1994)
suggests instructors should be trained in how to create validating classrooms that
provide the basis for quality faculty-student interactions that support at-promise student
success.
This study examines the institutional barriers (i.e., isolation form resources, the
fear of being solely responsible to support student issues, and deficit orientation
towards at-promise students) which inhibit instructors from engaging in validating
interactions with at-promise students and the way in which cross-departmental leaders
(i.e. faculty coordinators) can help institutions leverage instructors to support these
students. My analysis reveals that faculty coordinators were able to support instructors
to engage in high-quality interactions with students by bridging instructors to campus
resources, encouraging validating teaching practices, and by engaging in microlevel
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interactions with instructors as well as working along their mesolevels (i.e., with
departmental leadership and connecting them to students’ other instructors and
program resources) to help align their goals with their teaching. Through this analysis,
this study challenged the notion that trainings-only approaches are sufficient for
supporting high-quality student-faculty interactions which support at-promise student
success by demonstrating the importance of creating structured supports that integrated
instructors into a validating ecology.
Contribution to validation theory literature. While the majority of the
validation literature explores the positive impact of validating experiences on at-promise
students (Flores et al., 2007; Holmes et al., 2007; Rendón, 1994, 2006; Rendón &
Jalomo Jr., 1995; Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Saggio & Rendón, 2004), the PASS
team alone (Kezar et al., forthcoming; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Hallett et al., 2021;
Toccoli & Hallett, 2021) have considered how validating experiences can be structured
across students’ college going experiences. Of those studies, only Toccoli and Hallett
(2021)—which is an adaptation of this study—have explored the influence of
instructional leaders (i.e., faculty coordinators) in supporting instructors to engage in
validating practices.
This study makes several unique contributes to the validation literature. First,
though Rendón (1994) discusses the importance of the importance training instructors
to engage in validating practices, her recommendations are to train instructors
individually in how to do so. This study confirms the importance of training instructors
but demonstrates the importance of connecting trainings to structured and ecological
supports for instructors to facilitate validating practices across students’ ecologies. I
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found that instructors were willing and able to engage in validating practices when their
training in how to create those experiences was supported by the mesolevel function of
faculty coordinators; namely, whey faculty coordinators helped connect instructors to
campus and program resources and other members of students’ ecologies.
Second, Rendón (1994) posits the importance of both academic and
interpersonal validation for supporting the academic and interpersonal success of atpromise students in college. She explains that academic validation facilitates academic
success while interpersonal validation facilitates interpersonal success. Several studies
(Kezar et al., forthcoming; Toccoli et al., 2019) have suggested that academically
validating experiences can in fact promote academic and interpersonal success and,
inversely, interpersonally validating experiences can foster both interpersonal and
academic success. My analysis confirms the interconnectedness of these experiences
by showing that academically validating practices often lead to the discussion and
support of interpersonal issues, and vice versa. While dedicated analysis will be
required to understand the precise relationship of academic and interpersonal validating
experiences and student success, this study shows that instructors at least do not
experience a clear differentiation between the two.
Contribution to student support literature. Scholars have begun to challenge
the siloed nature of student supports on college campuses (Bailey et al., 2015; Kezar,
2019; Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Tinto, 2012). Tinto (2012), for example, argues that
too many supports exist at what he calls ’margins’ of students’ institutional lives—that is,
outside of the classroom. Coordinated and integrated supports (e.g., ASAP, CSU
STEM Collaborative, TSLC) are examples of efforts to integrate supports throughout
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students’ college going experiences and have been shown to be successful in support
at-promise student success (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020; Kolenovic et al., 2013; Melguizo
et al., 2020; Page et al., 2019). To date, only the PASS team (Hallett et al., 2021;
Kitchen et al., forthcoming; Toccoli & Hallett, 2021) have investigated the mechanisms
by which these programs support at-promise student success, leading to what they
have termed ecological validation. This study clarifies the importance of the mesolevel
support offered by cross-departmental leaders (i.e., faculty coordinators) in facilitating
and connecting instructors to such an ecology. My analysis shows that faculty
coordinators are particularly helpful in promoting validating practices for instructors as
well as integrating newer instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation.
Limitations
Apart from the general limitations that any investigation into a novel program
within a unique temporal, spatial, and cultural setting, there are two factors which may
influence the generalizability of my findings: money and class size. When departments
agreed to offer a TSLC-only course, they were compensated either $7,500 or $10,000
per course. For departments which offer a lot of TSLC courses (e.g., mathematics), this
funding can become an important part of their operating budget. Faculty coordinators
are conscious that this funding can influence how departments relate to TSLC and the
instructors they are willing to assign to TSLC-only courses. As I did not have access to
departmental leadership, I was unable to explore how funding influences the way
departments assigned or support their TSLC instructors. In relationship to instructors,
some departments gave part of the TSLC money to the instructor teaching TSLC-only
courses as additional professional development monies. Instructors were often not
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aware there was any fiscal benefit for their work in TSLC. For other instructors, the
additional access to funds offered by TSLC was identified as an additional incentive for
teaching TSLC courses. The decision to share TSLC funds with instructors differed
from campus to campus and department to department, as did how and how much
departments shared. The additional funds seemed to have the greatest impact on
contingent instructors. As the semi-structured interviews with instructors did not
investigate the influence of money, it is hard to know to what extent and in what way the
additional funds impacted the experience and practices of instructors.
Second, TSLC courses were generally capped at 25 students. For departments
which often offered larger first- and/or second-year courses, the smaller class size
significantly impacted instructors’ ability to engage in validating practices. Several
instructors discussed how having a 25-person classroom versus a 200-person
classroom allowed them to use different pedagogical methods and make different
curricular choices. One of the campuses ended up reshaping their first- and secondyear mathematic course structure to mimic the design of TSLC courses because they
identified that TSLC students were considerably outperforming their non-TSLC peers.
Though class size clearly impacted instructors’ ability to adopt new pedagogical
approaches, instructors were free to teach their courses in the ways they saw best.
Even so, these instructors willing adopted validating teaching approaches despite
having not had the opportunity to utilize them before. The difference in class size alone
did not facilitate their change in approach; the support offered by faculty coordinators
and TSLC’s ecological validation did.
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Implications for Practice and Policy
This study provides guidance for developing practices and policies to promote
validating teaching practices that support high-quality interactions between instructors
and at-promise students. I specify five implications for policy and practice: the
development of mesolevel agents to serve as single points of contact for instructors, the
development of validation incubators for instructors, connecting trainings to supports
that engage instructors in strength-based ways, identifying ways to align instructors’
various goals with validating teaching practices, and to revise and train on policies that
govern the sharing of student information to clarify what and how student information
can be shared to link instructors to ecological supports for students.
Create Single Points of Contacts for Instructors
This study demonstrates the impact a mesolevel agent who links instructors with
campus supports can have on instructors’ experiences and teaching practices.
Instructors are typically disconnected from students’ other mesolevel agents and tend to
interact only with those in their departments to solve student issues. For first- and
second-year general elective courses, instructors are likely the only people in their
departments in contact with these specific students. This places the burden for student
support solely on their shoulders which discourages validating teaching practices and
limits an instructors’ ability to engage in high-quality interactions with students. As atpromise students benefit most from support early within their college going experiences,
the lack of coordinated support for first- and second-year courses increases their risk of
departure (Kezar et al., 2015).
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Institutions should evaluate the current deployment of cross-departmental
resources with specific reference on identifying opportunity for creating specific points of
contacts for instructors. This role would differ from course coordinators in that would
primarily center students, not instructors, in its ecological approach by providing cross
departmental supports for instructors. Some institutional contexts may already have
leaders who can be redeployed to this role whereas others may strategically realign
resources to structure ecological supports for instructors. These leaders can be
leveraged as pedagogical and teaching resources for instructors and can function as
specific point of contact for instructors on student related issues. Moreover, these
individuals could collaborate with similar leaders in other units to help contextualize
issues for first- and second-year students and coordinate supports to address them.
Create Validation Incubators
Instructors receive insufficient pedagogical preparation prior to receiving
academic appointments and are likely to utilize approaches to which they were exposed
during their own education. These approaches are ill-suited to supporting at-promise
students as they tend to be invalidating and have traditionally centered the needs of
White, continuing generation, and wealth students (Rendón, 1994; Yosso, 2005).
Training-only approaches are insufficient to address this problem as they can wrongly
approach instructors from a deficit-perspective and do not allow instructors to engage in
a developmental process as they adopt new approaches. Institutions can promote the
adoption of validating teaching practices by creating contexts wherein instructors can
receive training and support as they work to develop validating teaching practices.
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I term this approach validation incubators. These incubators would occur over a
semester or academic year to provide opportunity for instructors to focus on their
teaching practices and should be considered a professional development opportunity.
They should be overseen by a faculty mentor—perhaps one of the single points of
contact previously described—who demonstrates validating approaches in their
interactions with instructors (i.e., strengths-based, collaborative, developmental in focus,
and connected to resources), visits classes with specific focus on student engagement,
and who would foster a professional learning community focused on the adoption of
validating practices. Instead of holding trainings that focus generically on supporting
students, these leaders can curate specific resources for instructors to encourage
validating practices (e.g., meeting with and learning students’ names in the first five
weeks of class), developing a diverse curriculum, and creating teaching experiences
that leverage their students’ strengths. These incubators should not focus on the what
of teaching, but on how instructors engage and campus students. Lastly, incubators
should be composed of instructors of various rank and status within the university as
each brings a unique perspective to their practice and all benefit from engaging multiple
voices (i.e., part of the validating approach that should be adopted). Validation
incubators may be able to incorporate elements of or be offered in tandem with other
faculty improvement process already existing on campuses as long as those supports
are developmental in nature, longitudinal in application, and support the development of
validating approach to students.
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Link Trainings with Mesolevel Support
Institutions should also reconsider the value and their use of trainings. Trainingonly approaches often engage instructors from deficit-perspectives and are unlikely to
result in substantive change and can promote negative feelings from instructors towards
campus leadership. Institutions should move away from trainings that are not linked
directly to support, seeking instead to either directly connect instructors to structural
elements (i.e., mesolevel agents) from whom instructors can learn and turn to for
support or to integrate those mesolevel agents within the training process. Instructors
should be engaged from a developmental perspective, one that views instructors as
willing and capable of improving their practice. Structural supports should center how
not what questions and should cover topics that clarify institutional policy and best
practices. Supports should adopt collaborative and active teaching strategies that
promote interaction, reflection, and iteration. Instructors should leave engagements
with clear lines of support as they continue to reflect and develop after the engagement
itself is complete.
Align Instructors’ Goals with Their Teaching
Instructors occupy multiple contexts (Austin, 2011) and are influenced by various
personal, practitioner, and professional factors—all of which impact instructors’
classroom experiences and engagement with students. Some of these factors vary by
discipline, rank, department, and individual. Given the array of influences, institutions
should work to align instructors’ goals with their support of students by seeking to
connect instructors’ personal motivations with departmental, campus, and university
goals. Though faculty coordinators could not impact promotion and tenure policies, by
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connecting instructors’ personal motivations with institutional goals, they demonstrate
how institutions could validate the interest and efforts of individual instructors, affirm
their value to the university, and provide pathways to the obtainment of those goals.
This work cannot be generic but must help connect each instructor to the campus’
larger ecology and so should be the responsibility of departmental leaders and single
points of contact. One way this work can be done is through the already-discussed
validation incubators.
The most important factor, however, is to alleviate bureaucratic and navigational
burden on instructors as they work to support students. Institutions should provide
resources to instructors with the contact information for each unit, the unit’s offerings
and practices, and clear instructions about how to engage that unit. Institutions should
also have units publish their communication policy with information such as: preferred
contact method, expected time to reply/action for various issues, reporting-out
procedures (i.e., what responses instructors can expect to receive), and escalation
procedures if a unit proves unresponsive.
Revise Policies to Promote Sharing Information that Maintain FERPA
Colleges and universities develop complex data sharing policies, partly to comply
with federal requirements (e.g., FERPA). Though institutions train their staff and faculty
on institutional policies and practices, each unit differs in relation to the internal policies
and practices they adopt with regards to the sharing of information. The sharing of
appropriate information is essential to the operation of ecological validation as it is
predicated on a collaborative approach that leverages mesolevel agents to provide
coordinated and holistic support for students.

251
The siloing of the institution with regards to student information hinders
instructors’ ability to engage students in validating ways. For example, if a student is
facing a complex out-of-class situation of which the instructor is completely unaware—
not just of its specifics, but of its existence—they cannot accommodate students in
appropriate ways. The inverse is also true: if an instructor learns of a sensitive issue,
they are not always clear what they can share or with whom and so become de facto
silos of information that is important for other units to know in order to support students.
As at-promise students tend to have more complicated non-school related issues, the
siloing of information impacts them disproportionately. Institutions must outline data
ownership policies that promotes the sharing of information and hinder the siloing of
information within a specific unit.
Future Research
I recommend several areas for future research based on this study with a specific
focus on exploring who TSLC’s ecological validation can be brough to scale. My first
two recommendations explore if and how ecological validating contexts can be created
and supported in diverse settings by diverse personnel. First, future research should
explore ecological validation in different contexts. Though the campuses examined
differed in scope and context (i.e., a R1 land grant, a R2 urban, and a M1 rural
institution), this study only examined ecological validation within a grant funded CCPT
on three primarily-White public university campuses in the Midwest. More must be
known about the development, influence, and impact of ecological validation within
diverse institutional contexts and settings if TSLC’s ecological validation is to be brought
to scale. Specifically, studies should consider ecological validation within diverse
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institutional types—i.e., private, liberal arts, etc.—as well as in different interinstructional contexts—i.e., within academic departments, honors programs, etc.—to
clarify the influence of these factors on the implementation, development, and impact of
ecological validation on instructors.
Second, future studies should investigate the capacity for traditional campus
leaders to help integrate instructors into other instances of ecological validation. This
study has shown that faculty coordinators are effective in their role of integrating
instructors into TSLC’s ecological validation, yet it is possible that alternative leadership
models exist for helping create and integrate instructors into an ecological validation.
Not every institution will be able to create context similar to TSLC for supporting
students and instructors. Understanding how leaders within diverse contexts facilitate
an ecological validation will help clarity how instructors within diverse contextual settings
can be support as they support the success of at-promise students within those
settings.
My last two recommendations seek to help clarify the impact of ecological
validation within the larger instructional contexts in which it operates. To that end, my
third recommendation is that future studies explore how the larger NU campus
communities perceive the impact of TSLC’s ecological validation. My study highlighted
how a faculty coordinator’s ability to create buy-in for TSLC’s mission helped facilitate
partnerships with academic units which allowed support the alignment of instructors’
goals with their teaching for the program. How these partnerships were developed,
sustained, and experienced by TSLC’s campus partnerships, however, has yet to be
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investigated. Understanding the process by which units were brought into partnership is
essential for implementing ecological validation at scale in additional contexts.
My fourth and final recommendation is that additional studies should investigate
how teaching within ecological validation impacted instructors outside of TSLC’s or
other ecological validating contexts. The instructors within this study referenced
changes to their pedagogy and approach to students beyond their TSLC classrooms,
but, as the larger PASS study was primarily interested with TSLC itself, these themes
were not explored. In what ways did instructors’ pedagogical practices or experiences
change as a result of teaching within TSLC? How were departmental teaching
practices influenced by instructors who taught within TSLC’s ecological validation?
Were all departments impacted in similar ways? Understanding these questions will
help institutions better implement ecological validation in strategic ways.
Conclusion
The relationships between faculty coordinators and the instructors in this study
illustrate the potential engaging instructors from a positive, strengths-based perspective
has for promoting at-promise student success. TSLC’s faculty coordinators were
responsible to promote the success of the program’s at-promise students and they did
so by helping instructors engage students in validating ways. TSLC was able to
accomplish this by creating an ecological validation wherein each instructor played a
part in validating students but were not singularly responsible for the success of their
students—the load was shared across multiple individuals in multiple roles. Being the
bridge, aligning goals, and influencing instructor pedagogy impacted how instructors
engaged their students and reinforced the value of “spending that extra time” of
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validating their students, students who are typically engaged primarily according to their
deficits. Such an approach has the potential to “make it very easy to be a good
instructor. If you’re willing.” It turns out, within the ecological validation faculty
coordinators helped facilitate, TSLC’s instructors were willing.
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